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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to understand the obstacles that rural public school 

teachers encounter while delivering Multi-Tiered Student Support interventions for students with 

borderline intellectual functioning.  The central question guiding this study was: What are the 

experiences of rural South Carolina public school teachers tasked with providing Tier III 

interventions for students with borderline intellectual functioning? The theory guiding this study 

was Bandera’s self-efficacy theory in that teachers are more effective when they are confident in 

their ability to use appropriate strategies and materials. The setting for the qualitative study was 

in a small rural district within Central, South Carolina and included 12 teachers. The data 

collected included questionnaires, interviews, and focus groups and was analyzed by identifying 

keywords, phrases, specific obstacles, as well as themes that emerged from each set of data.  

Keywords: borderline intellectual functioning, interventions, multi-tiered student support, self-

efficacy, rural  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

American public schools have historically struggled with providing an appropriate 

education for students with borderline intellectual functioning (BIF). Historically, individuals 

with borderline intellectual functioning have been ostracized from the public-school landscape 

(Fernell & Gillberg, 2020). However, social reform, problem-solving processes, and improved 

legal guidelines for students with borderline intellectual functioning have brought students the 

ability to attend public school and be successful in the general education setting with support 

from special education (Szumski et al., 2018). However, this subset of individuals with below 

average cognitive abilities, struggle to retain special education support with ever-evolving 

definitions of developmental delay and how to address their specific needs in the general 

education setting. Students with borderline intellectual functioning fall into a gray area when 

they age out of eligibility for developmental delay, but do not meet the criteria for specific 

learning disability. This chapter outlines the historical, social, and theoretical contexts 

surrounding the concept of borderline intellectual functioning. The problem and purpose 

statements are provided, along with the significance of this study for the field of education. The 

central research question is introduced in addition to sub-questions the study seeks to answer. A 

comprehensive list of definitions related to education jargon is provided, followed by a summary 

of the first chapter.  

Background 

Individuals with borderline intellectual functioning have delays that qualify them to 

receive special education under the category developmental disabilities (Hadadian & Koch, 

2013). However, federal and state legislation sets a maximum age requirement that beyond the 
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age of nine makes students ineligible for special education services. This age limitation varies 

among states, with some states lowering the age to seven. With the authorization of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) in 2004, federal legislation paved the way for 

individuals with a below average intelligence quotient (IQ) to receive special education services, 

when no other deficits, such as adaptive behavior, are identified. Borderline intellectual 

functioning is a complex condition characterized by intellectual functioning below the average 

range, but above the cutoff for intellectual disability classification (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2000; World Health Organization, 1992). Without adequate support, students with 

BIF are more vulnerable to behavioral and social problems, as well as psychiatric disorders 

(Emerson et al., 2010; Fernell & Elk, 2010; Hassiotis et al., 2008; Masi, Marcheschi & Pfanner, 

1998; Peltopuro et al., 2014). Response to Intervention (RTI) or Multi-Tiered Student Support 

(MTSS) is one model of eligibility that could provide students who fall in this unique subset a 

path to continued special education supports (Gartland & Strosnider, 2020). However, it relies on 

interventions provided by general education teachers who may lack the training and resources to 

properly carry out the requirements of RTI. 

Historical Context 

The unique needs of children with intellectual disabilities were recognized as early as 

1842 in European countries with the establishment of training schools in Berlin and London.  

The first of their kind, developed by Dr. Eduoard Seguin, instruction in training schools was 

designed to improve the various areas of delay, including motor, sensory, social, academic, and 

daily living skills (Doll, 1988). Dr. Seguin’s program became the model for similar programs 

throughout Europe and America. In 1850, Seguin joined forces with Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe 

to establish training programs in the United States. By the 1920’s special education classes were 
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offered in large urban areas. With the Great Depression, families turned to state run institutions 

to meet the needs of children with disabilities, when they were no longer capable of meeting the 

financial burden required for the care of children with cognitive disabilities. During World War 

II, many attendants and employees at institutions were drafted, while the number of individuals 

admitted to institutions increased. Overcrowding and inadequately trained staff led to the abuse 

and mistreatment of many individuals in institutions (The Minnesota Governor’s Council on 

Developmental Disabilities, 2022). 

The concept of institutionalization began as an honorable, well-intentioned movement in 

the latter part of the 19th century. Dorthea Dix, an early American social reformer spent two 

years visiting jails, almshouses, poorhouses, and asylums across the United States. She observed 

the prevalence of individuals with intellectual disabilities in these institutions who lacked 

appropriate care and protection. Her work led to the creation of asylums in various states that 

focused on training individuals with intellectual disabilities (Norwood, 2017). Along with the 

efforts of Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe, schools for individuals with intellectual disabilities were 

established in the United States to ease the burden on families and communities. The schools 

gave many students with mild and moderate disabilities an opportunity to gain necessary skills 

and return to their families, making a positive impact in their communities (The Minnesota 

Governor’s Council on Developmental Disabilities, 2022).  

After the Civil War, demand for placement of children in training schools increased.  As 

a result, training schools expanded and began serving individuals with all types of disabilities 

(Gronfein, 2014). The exponential growth had dire consequences for the training schools. The 

focus eventually shifted from training students to return to the community to providing custodial 

care. Individuals with mild disabilities were used as free labor to run isolated farm communities 
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and care for those with more severe disabilities.  

By the late 1920’s, misguided fears led to compulsory sterilization, affirmed by the 

United States Supreme Court, as a form of controlling “undesirable populations” (Ko, 2016, p.1).  

After several decades of confining individuals to institutions, parents of children with disabilities 

began to form their own support and advocacy groups, including The ARC (originally named 

The National Association for Retarded Children). By 1969, normalization, a concept first 

adopted in Scandinavia, began to gain support in North America. The Normalization Principle, 

introduced by Bengt Nirje, called for individuals with intellectual disabilities to experience the 

conditions of everyday life in the mainstream of society (Nirje, 1996). In the mid-1970’s the idea 

of normalization was expanded by Wolf Wolfensberger to include social role valorization, an 

analysis of how society placed individuals into groups according to their value. Within societal 

groups, individuals with disabilities were devalued, which only led to further mistreatment 

(Wolfensberger, 2000). 

 By 1955, nearly 560,000 patients were housed in state mental institutions. Due to poor 

conditions and an economic boom, the emphasis on protection or basic care changed to 

normalizing the involvement of individuals with disabilities in every day, normal aspects of life, 

including school and recreation (Placzek, 2016). With the election of John F. Kennedy in 1963, 

public institutions began to close, and efforts were initiated to make normalization a reality. In 

the late 1960’s, Senator Robert Kennedy continued to champion his brother’s cause by exposing 

the poor conditions in institutions. Kennedy and others began to call for equal access to 

education and the end to depriving individuals in institutions of their civil liberties (Gilbert, 

1982). 

Around the same time, the self-advocacy movement gained momentum. The first self-
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advocacy group, We Are People First, brought individuals with disabilities together to advocate 

for improved treatment and equal right within the sphere of government and private corporations.  

(Florida Self-Advocates Network’D, 2022). In 1975, faced with the ultimate closure of 

institutions for individuals with disabilities, a new federal law, The Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act, required that all children with disabilities be provided a free, 

appropriate public education. Since parents of children with disabilities were able to send their 

children to local schools, parents removed them from institutions to live and learn in the local 

community, changing the way services were provided for children with disabilities forever. The 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act has evolved over time based on the latest research 

and scientifically-based methods. The current law, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA), was last authorized in 2004 (Keogh, 2007). IDEA provided an alternative method of 

eligibility through RTI, rather than the IQ-discrepancy model.  

Social Context 

 Children and adults with BIF make up approximately 14% of the population.  Individuals 

with BIF present challenges to many American institutions, including educational, social, mental 

health, and general health institutions (Peltopuro et al., 2014). The United States Social Security 

Department, in 2017, updated its list of impairments to include neurodevelopmental disorders, 

which is a cognitive disorder an individual has had since childhood (Fitzpatrick, 2020). 

Typically, individuals with borderline intellectual functioning, or a neurodevelopmental disorder, 

display difficulty learning terminology and procedures. They also exhibit difficulty managing 

their emotions or developing an awareness of risk factors that jeopardize their safety.  

Individuals with BIF may also exhibit poor response time, gullibility, and socially inappropriate 

behaviors (American Bar Association, 2021). As a result, they often need supervision in job and 
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independent living situations (Green & Greenberg, 2021). Therefore, many individuals with BIF 

work in low-income positions and experience job instability at a higher rate, which may 

ultimately lead to poverty or homelessness (Stone et al., 2019). 

Compared to the general population, individuals with BIF are more likely to experience 

homelessness at a higher rate and twice as long (Durbin et al., 2018). The adaptive behaviors 

exhibited by individuals with BIF experiencing homelessness is further complicated by exposure 

to extreme weather, infections, drugs, and violence. Because individuals with BIF need 

additional support to exit homelessness, they are not considered good candidates for independent 

housing models. 

Individuals with BIF were found to have the lowest levels of happiness (Nordqvist, 

2012). Individuals who reported a high level of happiness were 35% less likely to die in the next 

five years when taking their life situations into account (Fields, 2011). Cognitive epidemiology, a 

new, emerging field, examines the relationship between low IQ and medical difficulties. Lower 

IQ has been associated with a greater risk of heart disease, obesity, and other health disorders.  

Longitudinal studies have shown that low IQ presented at age eleven can be a predictive factor in 

longevity, premature death, lung and stomach cancers, dementia, and loss of independence 60 

years later (Deary et al., 2004). Health issues connected to neurodevelopmental deficits are 

estimated to cost the United States Health Care System between $81.5 billion to $167 billion per 

year.   

In addition to impacts on health conditions, BIF is linked to psychiatric diagnosis in 

adulthood, specifically, schizophrenia, depression, and generalized anxiety disorder. Lower IQ is 

associated with psychiatric disorder that are more persistent and increased the risk of having two 

or more diagnosed disorders by the age of 32 (Koenen et al., 2008). With the diagnosis of mental 
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disorders, the likelihood of incarceration increases. About 86% of studied inmates with a 

diagnosed psychiatric disorder also had a low IQ. Outside of the prison, individuals with low IQs 

were more susceptible to manipulation by more intelligent criminals who enlisted them to carry 

out crimes at the lowest level of the hierarchical structure (Pompoco et al., 2017). Because of 

low adaptive behaviors, individuals with a low IQ are unable to adjust to long penal sentences 

and have difficulty developing skills for a relapse prevention program in order to increase their 

eligibility for release from prison (Murphy et al, 2015).   

Individuals with borderline intellectual functioning present with high failure rates in the 

general education setting. Teachers report that over 95% of students with borderline intellectual 

functioning lack academic motivation (Bimler & Kirkland, 2001). The lack of motivation leads 

to an increase in truancy and drop-out rates and contributes to a lack of positive results despite 

their level of effort. The only way to overcome a history of failure is to experience academic 

success (Levin & Belfield, 2003). In addition, a positive relationship between teachers and 

students with BIF can increase academic motivation (Shaw, 2008). 

Theoretical Context  

RTI has become the gold standard for how to approach instruction for students with 

borderline intellectual disabilities who struggle with academics in the general education 

classroom. Problem-Based Learning began in the medical community as a methodology to 

examine difficult cases and develop interventions to achieve a desired outcome. Likewise, RTI 

focuses on problem-solving in order to develop knowledge acquisition. RTI is a constructivist 

approach, which is based on the idea that learning builds upon a foundation of previous learning 

(McLeod, 2019). Although the reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 paved the way for special 

education eligibility through the RTI process, some states and local education agencies have not 
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transitioned to a RTI model of eligibility for special education services and rely solely on the IQ-

Discrepancy model. The state of South Carolina, at this time, only recognizes the IQ-discrepancy 

method for identification of students with learning disabilities, which may be applied to students 

with borderline intellectual functioning. The IQ-discrepancy model is criticized for its wait-to-

fail model.  Students are not evaluated until they continually fail in the general education 

classroom (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). In fact, students may be failing as a result of poor instruction. 

As a result, the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Act in 2004, renamed the 

IDEA allowed for an alternative method of identifying students eligible for special education 

services, which would address the needs of students with borderline intellectual functioning.  

RTI is a direct result of the 2001 President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education 

report, which claimed many students who were placed in special education were instructional 

casualties and did not have a disability (Berdine, 2003). RTI details three tiers of instruction 

based on students’ progress using scientific-based instruction (Hughes & Dexter, 2011). Only 

when students have received sufficient amount of time acquiring scientifically based sound 

instruction and do not make progress will they be evaluated (Iannuzzi, 2015). By providing 

research-based instruction in the general education classroom, the doubt students may be 

struggling due to poor instruction is eliminated (Fuchs and Fuchs, 2006).   

The three tiers of instruction in MTSS, which falls under the umbrella of RTI, increase 

the duration, frequency, and intensity of scientifically based instruction, as students move to a 

higher tier when they do not show adequate progress (Gresham, 2007). Currently, there is little 

research in how to meet the needs of students with BIF through the process of Multi-Tiered 

Student Support. Since the American Psychological Association changed the criteria for 

intellectual disabilities, many of these students are not served through an Individual Education 
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Plan (IEP) provided by special education services. It is important to gain an understanding of 

how to meet the needs of individuals with BIF and what teachers need (support, training, and 

resources) in order to provide meaningful and relevant academic opportunities for this subset of 

students.   

Problem Statement 

The problem is that general education teachers may not know how to best meet the needs 

of students with BIF within the general education classroom. The MTSS process is based on 

problem-solving methods to determine students’ specific needs (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007) and 

measuring students’ response to interventions. There is no clear definition of how or when a 

student should be identified as nonresponsive to levels of intervention.  The lack of positive 

response to intervention can lead to inconsistent identification of students for special education 

through RTI. Without consistent guidelines, some argue that MTSS teams make well-meaning 

decisions from the heart, disguised as professional judgement.   

Underlying academic difficulties are common with students identified with BIF They 

often exhibit poor reasoning ability, poor motivation, and work habits. Additionally, they are 

characterized by lack of confidence, curiosity, and creativity (Karnes et al., 1970). MTSS teams 

may use their professional judgement and deem students ineligible to be evaluated because they 

misread these characteristics as “lazy”. In addition, general education teachers may not be 

equipped with the resources, such as time, money, and curriculum needed, to provide evidence-

based instruction with fidelity (Gresham & Bocain, 1998).   

Purpose Statement  

The purpose of this case study is to understand the attitudes and perceptions of teachers 

in South Carolina tasked with providing Tier III interventions to students with borderline 
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intellectual functioning. At this stage in the research, MTSS will be generally defined as 

scientific, evidence-based instruction based on a problem-solving methodology used to target 

support to struggling students using the three tiers of RTI. Teachers’ complex real-life complex 

experiences will be examined through the theory of self-efficacy.   

Significance of the Study 

Theoretical Perspective 
 
 The theoretical significance of this study is guided by Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy  
 
(Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in his or her capacity to execute  
 
functions necessary to produce specific outcome expectancies (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997). Four  
 
primary sources influence an individuals’ self-efficacy. Actual performance, vicarious  
 
experiences, persuasion from others, as well as physiological and affective states of mind  
 
influence an individuals’ belief of the likelihood of their success or failure (Bandura, 1997). The  
 
results of this study could be significant toward the theoretical framework, as it aided teachers  
 
and administrators to begin to understand the components of a successful program, within the  
 
MTSS framework, for teachers and students. Therefore, when developing training programs or  
 
offering support to teachers who were working with MTSS, they could ensure that they were  
 
providing appropriate tools, resources, information and supports to build an effective program  
 
that teachers are comfortable with implementing. When teachers are not provided with the  
 
education and skills necessary, educational data collected by school evaluators are skewed,  
 
causing irregularities in the evaluation of the overall MTSS program (Wexler, 2017).  
 
 Previous studies focused on the inflexibility and inconsistency of school-wide MTSS  
 
procedures identified by teachers who were involved in the process (Braun et al., 2018). These  
 
inconsistencies resulted in confusion and frustration for the teachers and limited the potential  
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success of the MTSS program. In addition, in previous schools, inadequate support and training  
 
for teachers was a significant barrier to the success of the program (Freeman et al., 2017).   
 
Limited success, or even failure, plays a significant role in teacher self-efficacy and their  
 
willingness to provide quality, prolonged effort in the implementation of interventions (Artino,  
 
2012).  
 
Empirical Perspective 
 
 This study contributes to the existing literature that reveals one major pitfall of effective  
 
implementation of MTSS Support is the lack of teacher expertise in determining  
 
students’ needs and developing a scientifically-based approach to increase student achievement  
 
(Eberhardt & Hougen, 2017). The findings of this study may assist in understanding the  
 
vicarious experiences of teachers who are responsible for the development and implementation  
 
of interventions for students with BIF. Previous research focused on several barriers to the  
 
effective implementation of MTSS, which included lack of training (Braun et al., 2020), lack of  
 
collaborative school-wide practices (Dillard, 2017), lack of teacher buy-in, and school leadership  
 
(Mason et al, 2019). The results of this study may empirically add to the literature by providing  
 
an in-depth understanding of the obstacles and challenges faced by teachers when implementing  
 
MTSS within the general education setting. 
 
Practical Perspective 
 

This study is meant to have practical application toward avoiding the pitfalls associated 

with providing intensive Tier III interventions to students with BIF in the general education 

setting. Even though students may not qualify for special education under the guidelines set forth 

by South Carolina state law beyond the maximum eligibility age for developmental delay, the 

continuance of interventions at the elementary level can lower risks of the development of 
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mental health disorders associated with adults with borderline intellectual functioning.  

Typically, individuals with BIF have excess risk of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD) and anxiety. They also have an increased risk of a psychiatric diagnosis as adults 

(Melby et al., 2020). Providing interventions at the elementary school level can assist students in 

avoiding health and socio-economic difficulties into adulthood. 

Research Questions 

It is important to understand the experiences of teachers who are tasked with providing 

Tier III interventions for students with BIF. Their training in the area of providing scientific-

based interventions can be a determining factor in the adequate progress of students. Teachers 

who deliver Tier III interventions need an understanding of the characteristics of students with 

BIF and how those characteristics manifest through behaviors in the general education 

classroom.   

Central Research Question 

What are the experiences of rural South Carolina public school teachers tasked with 

providing Tier III interventions for students with BIF?  

Sub-Question One 

 How do educators describe the knowledge/training necessary to implement evidence-

based practices in the general education classroom for students with BIF?  

 

Sub-Question Two 

 How do educators describe the skills necessary for teachers to implement evidence-based  
 
practices in the general education classroom for students with BIF? 
 
Sub-Question Three 
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 How do educators describe the resources necessary for teachers to implement evidence-

based practices in the general education classroom for students with BIF?  

Definitions  

1. Attitude - Attitude is a psychological tendency that involves evaluating a particular object 

with some degree of favor or disfavor (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993).  

2. Borderline Intellectual Functioning – An IQ full scale score between 71 and 84. 

3. Multi-Tiered Student Support – A systematic way of delivering intervention instruction 

based on problem-solving methodology 

Summary 

The problem is that general education teachers may not know how to best meet the needs 

of students with BIF within the general education classroom. The purpose of this case study is to 

understand the attitudes and perceptions of teachers in South Carolina tasked with providing Tier 

III interventions to students with BIF. Because of changing eligibility requirements for students 

with developmental delays in the state of South Carolina, there will be an increase in the need for 

intensive Tier III interventions delivered by general education teachers. Students with BIF fall 

into an ambiguous category  with regards to special education eligibility (Strait, 2021). General 

education teachers are tasked with providing interventions, based on state standards, to ensure 

adequate progress within the core academic areas. General education teachers experience many 

challenges and obstacles in providing interventions for students with BIF, including a lack of 

resources and appropriate training. It is important that teachers receive proper training in all 

areas of education and how to properly present material and content to their students (Gillis & 

Krull, 2020). General education teachers often question the eligibility criteria for specific 

learning disability for students whose academic performance is commensurate with their full-
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scale IQ.  Their perceptions and attitudes may affect the validity and fidelity of instructional 

interventions.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological case study was to understand teachers’ 

experiences when implementing the MTSS framework for students with borderline intellectual 

functioning. First, this chapter introduces the theoretical framework, based on social 

constructivism theories, for teacher self-efficacy and the role it plays in successful 

implementation of student interventions. Secondly, I examine the purpose and function of 

MTSS, as well as its features. I also analyze current research into the obstacles to successful 

MTSS implementation. The review of literature includes research conducted in the fields of 

MTSS, special education, and borderline intellectual functioning (BIF). Finally, a summary of 

the entire chapter is included 

Theoretical Framework 

 Teacher self-efficacy is founded on two seminal works, the two stools of locus of control 

and social cognitive theory. Both works, like other social-psychological frameworks, place great 

emphasis on human agency. Human agency is the idea that individuals are able to exercise 

control over actions that affect their lives (Bandura 1986, 1997). The attribution theory explains 

how people interpret events to understand the behavior and how thinking and behavior are 

connected (Thompson, 2018). Locus of control theory explains the cause of attribution, including 

internal and external factors, stability, and controllability. Locus of control refers to an 

individual’s belief in their capability to produce desired effects by their own actions (Bandura, 

1997). Locus of control can be internal; an individual believes his/her behavior is guided by 

personal decision and effort (Zimbardo, 1985). Literature on internal locus of control refers to 

self-agency personal control, or self-determination. Individuals with an internal locus of control 
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believe ability, effort, and personal decisions lead to success. They hold themselves accountable 

for making changes in their lives and do not shift blame to external forces (Wilding, 2020). 

Individuals with high internal locus of control are likely to be confident, determined, and believe 

they are in control of their fate (Ng, 2006; Galvin et al., 2018). 

 External locus of control is the belief that outcomes are attributed to facts outside the 

control of an individual. These external factors include the actions of others, environment, and 

chance. New research also examines the role of genetic influences, which account for 31% of the 

variance in sense of personal control or lack of direction as an individual’s life moves 

forward(Spector, 1982; Galvin et al., 2018). External locus of control is more complex, as it 

involves not only the external force itself but also the perceptions an individual has about the 

external factors (Rotter, 1966). Individuals with a high degree of external locus of control view 

themselves as victims of the circumstances and environments they encounter. In addition, they 

view themselves as having a passive role in the ultimate outcomes of their situation in life (Ng et 

al., 2006).  

 Attribution is examined post hoc and can vary in three ways (Thompson, 2018). Stability 

is a perceived unchangeable internal or external factor. Intelligence, personality, and will power 

are stable internal factors. When an individual experiences success with these stable factors, they 

learn to expect success. However, mood, fatigue, and effort can fluctuate according to the 

situation. Therefore, if an individual perceives they have little or no control of their moods or 

fatigue, the controllability of the attribution is uncontrollable, they will associate the outcome 

with adversity. This can also lead to further negative consequences, such as learned helplessness, 

reduced stress management skills, and poor self-evaluations (White-McNulty, 2012; Galvin, 

2018). 
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 Locus of control is a continuum which runs from a strong external locus of control at one 

end to a strong internal locus of control at the other end (Rotter, 1966). Individuals can exhibit a 

mixture of internal and external locus of control. It is not an either/or situation. In general, 

healthy adults rarely believe that everything is either entirely out of their control or entirely 

within it (O’Bryan, 2021). People with a stronger internal locus of control are more successful in 

their life endeavors and report higher levels of happiness (Lopez-Ruiz, 2021; April et al., 2012). 

On the other hand, possessing a strong external locus of control can be beneficial, particularly 

when a situation poses a threat to self-esteem or is genuinely out of a person’s control. 

 While locus of control is neither inherently positive or negative, an internal locus of 

control is associated with a positive mental and physical health outlook. A negative locus of 

control is strongly correlated to the hopelessness theory of depression (Cvetanovski & Jex, 1994; 

Alloy et al., 1988; Costantini et al., 2021). A major contributor to a positive outlook associated 

with internal locus of control is the use of positive stress-coping mechanisms and increased 

problem-solving efforts. The problem-solving inventory provides clear evidence that when 

individuals have confidence in how they handle problems in life, maintain control of their 

emotions, and approach problems proactively, they experience better psychological and physical 

health (Darshani, 2014; Heppner et al., 2019). However, a dominant external locus of control 

does not equate to an inability to handle stress. A strong external locus of control is beneficial 

when faced with workplace bully situation or the death of a loved one (Reknes et al., 2019; 

Specht et al., 2010). External and internal locus of control are beneficial in the education 

environment as it relates to self-efficacy. 

In the education field, self-efficacy is a teachers’ belief in their ability to handle tasks, 

obligations, and overcome challenges to positively improve student achievement, motivation, 
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and well-being (Barni et al. 2019). The concept of teacher self-efficacy built onto the concepts of 

self-agency and self-motivation developed by early social behavior theorists. Self-efficacy 

develops from intrinsic beliefs and perceptions of the individual’s worldview, including socio-

cultural contexts, which stem from an individual’s lived experiences (Leatherman & Niemeyer, 

2005; Yada et al., 2022). Another key to social cognitive theory is the fact that, other than 

personal and environmental factors, an individual’s self-beliefs enable them to exercise control 

over their thoughts, feelings, and actions. The concept of growth mindset is a significant 

motivational belief that impacts students’ learning achievements (Swan et al, 2011; Bai & Wang, 

2020). The concept that an individual has the potential to influence change, regardless of his/her 

skills, is key to social cognitive theory. In fact, childrens’ self-beliefs are a greater predictor of 

ultimate career choice than academic achievement (Pajares, 2002; O’Brien et al., 2019).  

Self-efficacy is derived from four main sources: mastery experiences (often referred to as 

performance outcomes), physiological feedback, vicarious experiences, and verbal/social 

persuasion (Bandura, 1994). Mastery experiences are the most effective building blocks of self-

efficacy. The more success an individual experiences, the more likely they are to succeed in 

future endeavors. Physiological and emotional arousal can affect an individual’s sense of self-

efficacy. When stress is reduced and negative tendencies are altered, self-efficacy increases. One 

groundbreaking theory suggests mindfulness is a practice that allows an individual to fell less 

stress and reframe events in a positive light (Swan et. al, 2011; Brown & Ryan, 2003; Sharma & 

Kumra, 2022). The association of emotions and physiological feedback with success or failure, 

solidifies an individual’s sense of self-efficacy (Petricone-Westwood et. Al, 2020). Vicarious 

experiences occur when others are observed successfully completing a task, building the belief 

that the observer will also succeed. Social persuasion occurs when an individual is convinced 
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that he/she will be successful at a task by colleagues or supervisors. Social persuasion may come 

from various sources and may be tied to the opinions of the group. Individuals tend to trust those 

who are skilled in the domain or activity in which they are seeking to establish their own self-

efficacy (Redmond, 2010; Bandura, 1997; Nob, 2021).  

 Social Cognitive Theory is based on four primary assumptions: a) behavior is purposeful; 

b) people are goal-directed; c) people are self-reflective; and d) people are capable of self-

regulating (Motl, 2007; Satterfield, 2020). The foundational belief of the theory is that 

individuals are concerned with their own development and can make things happen by their own 

actions. In early childhood, between the ages of nine and 10, children begin establishing a 

balance between self-independence and self-confidence. In adolescence, children develop greater 

independence and commitment to peers, rather than family relationships. Complex peer social 

interactions also lead to the development of stress coping mechanisms and the ability to make 

independent decisions (Pajares, 2002; Malik & Marwaha, 2018). The theory is also based on the 

foundation that the belief, attitudes, and actions of individuals can impact their environment.  

Individuals possess beliefs about themselves that allows them to control their own thoughts, 

feelings, and actions. Self-efficacy beliefs are the greatest influences of the choices people make 

in an effort to reach their goals, as well as the amount of effort they are willing to apply to the 

task. Individuals with high self-efficacy frequently self-monitor their work in a conscious effort 

to remain adaptive and growth oriented (Iroegbu, 2015; Tolentino, et al., 2018).  

Related Literature 

Many educators are unprepared to meet the needs of students with the most intensive 

reading intervention needs (McMaster et al., 2021). Educator outcomes, such as efficacy, are 

complex and multifaceted, including individual and environmental factors. School-level 
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variables, such as the fidelity of implementation and school climate, also influence these 

outcomes. Implementation of MTSS without a clear purpose and an unfocused approach fails the 

students it wishes to serve. Layers of insufficient systems, lack of resources, no proper training, 

combined with the varying needs of students, leads to an unsuccessful MTSS program (Grayson 

& Alvarez, 2008; Hollingsworth, 2019). Understanding the relation between high-quality 

implementation of school-wide, tiered systems of support can decrease burnout and increase 

teacher efficacy (Oakes et al., 2021).  

Teacher Self-Efficacy 

 Teacher self-efficacy is related to teacher behavior, level of effort, enthusiasm, planning, 

resoluteness, creativeness, willing to work with more difficult students, and overall commitment 

to teaching. Cognitive emotional theory positively links individual-environment relationships.  

When these relationships are health, an increased level of commitment ensues (Tschannen-

Moran et. al, 1998; Huang et al., 2021). Teachers place great emphasis on their ability to transmit 

subject matter to their students. However, teacher self-efficacy is much more complex, involving 

the enlistment of resources and parental involvement, as well as counteracting social influences 

that undermine students’ academic pursuits (Bandura, 1997). Further research in the area of 

teacher self-efficacy indicated self-efficacy is based on a specific task or situation, removing the 

idea that self-efficacy is a generalized trait. Cognitive activation has been shown to be more 

positively correlated with specific self-efficacy rather than domain specific teacher self-efficacy. 

For example, a teacher may have low confidence and self-efficacy in the domain of mathematics, 

but consider themselves good problem solvers (Ross et al., 1996; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998; 

Hong et al., 2022). Teachers will adjust their approach by teaching to their strength while 

continuing to build students; intrinsic motivation and understanding in mathematics (Hong et al., 
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2022). By focusing on specific tasks, including instructional practices, classroom management, 

and student engagement, reliability and validity of research has been confirmed across all grade 

levels and in several countries (Klassen et al., 2009; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001).  

 Teacher self-efficacy is also a causal influence on students and their self-efficacy. 

Teachers shape and grow students’ motivation for achievement in academics by providing 

support for the three innate psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Armor 

et al., 1976; Oqvist & Malmstrom, 2017). Further research indicated that teacher self-efficacy 

has an indirect influence on student outcomes. Patterns of teacher behavior and practices, based 

on a teacher’s sense of self-efficacy defines the quality of the classroom environment. Teacher 

self-efficacy is related to a positive class environment that buffers the harmful effects of bullying 

and builds self-esteem (Guo et al., 2012; Midgley et al., 1989; Woolfolk Hoy & Davis, 2005; 

Van Aalst, 2021). Teachers with a high sense of self-efficacy exhibit stamina in the classroom, 

keep the focus on academics, and provide varying types of feedback to their students (Gibson & 

Dembo, 1984). Self-efficacy is a system of triadic reciprocal causality (Bandura, 1986). Personal 

emotions and cognition drive teacher self-efficacy beliefs and behaviors, which in turn affect 

classroom environment and student performance. Increased student performance achieved 

through cognitive activation links to teacher self-efficacy along with teacher enthusiasm 

(Goddard et al., 2004; Mahler et al., 2018).  

Instructional behaviors, practices, and strategies used by teachers to encourage the 

cognitive development of students is partially determined by teacher self-efficacy (Tshannen-

Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). Highly effective teachers with high self-efficacy frequently 

participate in professional development, employ new approaches to improve their practice in 

order to keep up to date with the profession and the most recent scientifically based 
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methodologies. American middle school teachers have been observed to have lower self-efficacy 

and job satisfaction. Likewise, they participate less in professional development opportunities 

when compared with elementary or high school teachers (Geijsel et al., 2009; Yoon & Kim, 

2022). Experienced teachers view the implementation of new instructional changes as a 

pedagogic conceptual change. Novice teachers view new instructional methods as a task with an 

impact on self-service. There is evidence that teacher preparation programs fail to prepare to 

teachers for the harsh realities of the classroom, which makes them feel unqualified to meet 

students’ needs (Ghaith & Shaaban, 1999; Ghaith & Yaghi, 1997; Lee et al., 2013; West & 

Rangel, 2019).  

Teacher preparation programs have long been criticized for their inadequacy in preparing 

teachers to provide instruction in literacy skills. In one study, 16 top rated teacher preparation 

programs in the United States, preservice teachers only received superficial introductory courses 

in the foundations of teaching literacy. The National Council on Teacher quality examined 72 

educational teacher preparation programs and concluded that only 11 taught all of the 

components of the science of reading (Raymond-West & Rangel, 2020). Additionally, preservice 

teachers were not taught how to identify or assess children with reading difficulties (Clark et al., 

2013; Washburn et al., 2011; Raymond-West & Rangel, 2020). Novice teachers reported a 

disconnect between the information presented in preparation programs and the true realities of 

meeting students’ instructional needs (Joshi et al., 2009; Raymond-West & Rangel, 2020). 

Preservice teachers need mastery experiences through clinical and field experienced programs.  

Student teaching practicums are a common component of teacher preparation programs.  

Practicum experiences allow novice teachers to develop self-confidence in their ability to meet 
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students’ needs. During this time self-efficacy beliefs, as they relate to instructional practices are 

more malleable (Tuchman & Isaacs, 2011; Raymond-West & Rangel, 2020). 

Repeated successes during field experiences may solidify teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, 

assisting teachers in the development of resilience in the face of challenges and failures 

(Bandura, 1997; Tuchman & Isaacs, 2011; Raymond-West & Rangel, 2020). A study of 

preservice literacy teachers found those with more literacy focused courses had lower self-

efficacy (Helfrich & Clark, 2016). However, novice elementary teachers had higher levels of 

self-efficacy when they received more courses in pedagogy focused on literacy (Clark, 2016). In 

addition, preservice teachers who receive positive verbal persuasion following a successful 

mastery experience builds teacher self-efficacy. Self-efficacy beliefs of novice teachers are also 

positively impacted by positive feedback from peers & supervisors (Moulding et al., 2014; 

Woolfolk-Hoy et al., 2009; Raymond-West & Rangel, 2020). Teachers who graduate from 

traditional teacher preparation programs receive more courses in reading instruction when 

compared with alternative teacher certification programs. Traditional teacher education programs 

also require more time in clinical and field experiences.  The additional time spent in a classroom 

with experienced teachers and mentors is positively correlated to teacher self-efficacy (Boyd et 

al., 2009; Raymond-West & Rangel, 2020). There is an exception for novice teachers who chose 

an alternate certification program and had previous experiences working with children in an 

educational setting, such as preschool or as a teacher assistant (Boyd et al., 2003; Salinger et al., 

2010; Tschannen-Moran & Johnson, 2011; Raymond-West & Rangel, 2020). 

High teacher self-efficacy is positively correlated between data-driven decision making 

and collaboration with colleagues (Dunn et al., 2013). In studies regarding elementary school 

teachers, self-efficacious teachers have shown their ability to cope with various problem 
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behaviors, including low achievement, hostility, and hyperactivity (Almog & Shechtman, 2007). 

In fact, teachers with high self-efficacy use proactive behavioral management strategies 

(Holzberger, 2013). However, teachers’ self-efficacy can be diminished by student behavior.  

Approximately 23% of children exhibit problem behaviors in early childhood classrooms 

(Barbarin, 2007; Kunemund et al., 2020). Problem behaviors in early childhood classrooms can 

lead to subsequent struggles in academics (O’Connor et al., 2011; Spilt et al., 2012; Kunemund 

et al., 2020). Challenging behaviors make it difficult for teachers to provide opportunities to 

demonstrate mastery in academic skills which can exacerbate long-term deficits in social, 

emotional, behavioral, and academic success (Smith et al., 2015).  

These negative consequences may extend far beyond the boundaries of the classroom and 

ultimately lead to higher incarceration rates, higher rates of substance abuse, and higher high 

school dropout rates (Althoff et al., 2010; Barbarin, 2007; Wagner & Newman, 2012). Teachers 

may develop a critical attitude toward their own teaching abilities when they are unable to reach 

students emotionally or academically. General education teachers lack the training and skills 

required to provide behavioral supports for students at-risk for emotional behavioral disorders or 

other disabilities (Lambert et al., 2009; Kunemund et al., 2020). Similar results are obtained 

when examining the self-efficacy of teachers regarding their attitudes toward the inclusion of 

students with disabilities. Teachers with stable high self-efficacy perceive themselves as more 

successful in teaching students with disabilities. To build self-efficacy, additional professional 

development or coaching focused on tier two interventions and the use of evidence-based 

practices is crucial for providing individualized supports for students with behavioral difficulties 

and improved classroom management (Brownell & Pajares, 1999; Sutherland, 2018; Wexler et 

al., 2017).  
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One major factor that contributes to students’ educational experiences is the teacher-child 

relationship. Positive teacher-child relationships are crucial in early childhood and are directly 

correlated to academic achievement, social interaction, and behavioral adjustment (Baker, 2006; 

Hamre & Piante, 2001; Perry & Weinstein, 1998; Pianta, 2019). When a teacher’s perceptions of 

their relationship with a student is viewed as close and warm, problem behaviors decrease 

(Myers & Morris, 2009; Roorda et al., 2014; Pianta, 2019). Inversely, increased perceived 

teacher-child conflict is associated with higher levels of student aggression in the academic 

environment (Howes, 2000; Ewing & Taylor, 2009; Myers & Morris, 2009; Roorda et al., 2014; 

Silver et al., 2005; Kunemund, 2020). One long-term longitudinal study found a correlation 

between conflict in kindergarten and problem behavior in third grade (Silver et al., 2005; 

Kunemund, 2020). Challenging student behaviors impact child-specific teacher self-efficacy for 

classroom management. Teachers with high self-efficacy positively respond and interact with 

students exhibiting behavioral issues. The positive interactions between teachers and students 

leads to greater academic achievement for the student and less stress for the teacher (Putwain & 

von der Embse, 2019; Zee & Koomen, 2016).  

Self-efficacious teachers are comfortable in taking on the responsibility for the 

difficulties encountered by students with disabilities (Brady & Woolfson, 2008). They also 

maintain positive attitudes toward inclusive education practices and accept sociocultural 

diversity (Soodek et al., 1998; Ahsan et al., 2012; Gao & Mager, 2011; Savolainen et al., 2012). 

Teachers with high self-efficacy are less likely to view students’ behavior or difficulties as 

problematic. As a result, they are less likely to refer students for special education or seek out the 

consultative services of a professional. Teachers with high self-efficacy tend to be harder 

working, more persistent, and capable of implementing more challenging and innovative 
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teaching methods (Hughes et al., 1993; Meijer & Foster, 1998; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998; 

Klassen & Tze, 2014; Thommen et al., 2020). However, they are more likely to implement 

interventions suggested by a consultant (DeForest & Hughes, 1993).  

Teachers with high self-efficacy are more likely to use learner-centered and constructivist 

approaches within their instructional methodologies (Dunn & Rakes, 2011; Temiz & Topcu, 

2013). They are also more likely to use supplemental activities that take into account students’ 

interests, engagement, and learning styles (Ransford et al., 2009). However, general education 

teachers set lower expectations for students with disabilities in comparison to the standards set 

for non-disabled peers. Federal law does not mandate, but strongly recommends the delivery of 

evidence-based interventions for struggling students (Zirkel, 2020). The implementation and 

outcomes of interventions are ultimately the responsibility of the general education teacher.  

Teachers reporting high levels of self-efficacy were more proficient in adjusting instructional 

strategies and accommodating students with a wide range of abilities and needs, both 

academically and behaviorally (DeVroey et al., 2016; Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Lazarides & 

Warner, 2020). Teachers with high self-efficacy recognize that learning difficulties experienced 

by the student are not exclusively tied to the student’s ability but may be a product of the broader 

learning environment (Woodcock et al., 2019). As a result, teachers with high-self-efficacy seek 

out the knowledge needed to inform the next instructional steps to take to scaffold learning for 

students (Lazarides & Warner, 2020). Self-efficacious teachers establish goal structures that 

connect to students’ intrinsic motivations and goals for learning (Meece et al., 2006). They are 

also more likely to create a positive classroom environment of warmth, responsiveness, 

enthusiasm, and effective use of instructional time (Guo et al., 2010; Pakarin et al., 2010).  
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Though all aspects of teacher self-efficacy, including maintaining structure, 

demonstrating warmth, and supporting learning are integral to the prevention of burnout, low 

teacher self-efficacy in the area of classroom discipline and student behavior remains the top 

contributor to teacher burnout (Kaufman, 2021; Lopes & Oliviera, 2020). Low self-efficacy of 

teachers who have students with behavior challenges, may be due, in part, to the fact teachers are 

not able to simply ignore misbehavior because it disrupts all other aspects of the learning 

environment. When misbehavior is ignored, students believe such behaviors are acceptable in the 

academic environment (Scherzinger & Wettstein, 2019). As a job demand, classroom discipline 

that takes time away from meaningful learning opportunities is a driver of teacher burnout 

(Bottiani, 2019). In fact, misconduct and lack of attention are reported as one of the top daily 

challenges encountered by educators (Kofler et al., 2008; Bottiani, 2019). 

It is no surprise, therefore, that research concludes there is a positive correlation between 

overall academic achievement and students’ overall being with high teacher self-efficacy.  

Teacher self-efficacy is an even greater predictor of student motivation (Thoonen et al., 2011; 

Zee & Koomen, 2016). Positive student motivation is critically important true for students 

transitioning from elementary to middle school (Midgley et al., 1989; Reppy & Larwin, 2019). 

This decline in the teacher-student relationship is directly correlated to the decline of student 

motivation in sixth through eighth grade (Wentzel & Miele, 2016; Reppy & Larwin, 2019). 

Educational transitions can significantly alter students’ academic motivation and well-being.  

Generally, students experience a decrease in academic motivation in upper elementary school 

(Tuominen et al., 2020). However, a teacher with high self-efficacy can be a mitigating factor in 

student intrinsic motivation. 
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On the other hand, middle school students exhibit higher levels of school satisfaction and 

confidence in their academic achievement, lower levels of psychological distress, and positive 

views about future academic pursuits when they are persuaded to focus on growth and 

motivation from a respected teacher (Jimmieson et al., 2010; Froiland & Worrell, 2016; 

Gehlbach & Roeser, 2002; Yeager, 2017). Teacher self-efficacy beliefs are more important to 

low-achieving students (Zee & Koomen, 2022). The focus on teacher self-efficacy for low 

achieving students, may be due to the practices of teachers with high self-efficacy, including 

process-oriented instruction, interpersonal behaviors, and cooperative learning. These practices 

raise student engagement, behaviorally and emotionally, as well as overall well-being in the 

school environment (Van Uden et al., 2013; Thoonen et al., 2011; Nayir, 2017). In addition, 

secondary teachers do not feel as responsible for students’ success or failure when compared 

with elementary school teachers (Guskey, 1981; Kishor & Vidushy, 2020). Furthermore, 

researchers show the effects of teacher self-efficacy are reduced as students progress through 

middle and high school. The decrease in the effects of teacher self-efficacy may be due, in part, 

to the reduction in time a child sees a teacher in middle and high school (Midgley et al., 1989; 

Prewett et al., 2019). 

Teacher self-efficacy has not only been researched regarding the effects on student 

behaviors and achievement, but also for its overall effects for the teaching profession. Self-

efficacy has been researched to gain a better understanding of teacher burnout and teacher’s 

overall psychological well-being. Results have been consistent among studies in a wide variety 

of cultural and national settings. In-service teachers with high-self-efficacy report lover levels of 

overall burnout or the chronic psychological state of resource depletion. Symptoms include 

emotional and physical exhaustion, reduced sense of accomplishment, and detached or negative 
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responses to others Gillett et al., (2022). Between five and 30% of teachers report burnout at 

some point in their career (Brissie et al., 1998; Garcia-Carmona, 2019; Hakanen et al., 2006). 

They also report lower levels of specific dimensions of teacher burnout, including emotional 

exhaustion, and depersonalization (Egyed & Short, 2006; Friedman, 2003; Gillett et al., 2022). 

Teachers with high-self-efficacy exhibit a greater sense of personal accomplishment.  Low self-

efficacy fuels teacher burnout.  Inversely, teacher burnout leads to lower levels of self-efficacy, 

creating a vicious, destructive cycle (Brouwers et al., 2001). Teachers with high self-efficacy 

experience less job-related stress, fewer concerns with student demotivation or providing 

instruction for various abilities (Barouch Gilbert et al., 2013; Domenech-Betoret, 2006; 

Robertson & Dunsmuir, 2013).  

Self-efficacious teachers convey greater satisfaction with their jobs and work 

relationships (Avanzi, 2012; Salanova et al., 2011). Researchers have pointed out teacher job 

satisfaction is a very complex issue that relies on numerous factors such as work conditions, 

student stressors, personal achievement, and social support (Briones et al., 2010; Duffy & Lent, 

2009; Lent et al., 2011; Sass et al., 2011; Daniildou et al., 2020). Large scale multi-country 

studies indicate that teacher self-efficacy is a positive predictor of occupational commitment 

(Evans & Tribble, 1986; Klassen & Chiu, 2011; Klassen et al., 2013; Waweru et al., 2021). 

Across grade levels, teachers with high self-efficacy feel more committed to the profession 

affectively, organizationally, and occupationally (Barouch Gilbert et al., 2013; Bogler & 

Somech, 2004; Canrinus etal, 2010; Caprara et al., 2003; Chan et al., 2008; Coladarci, 1992; 

Ebmeier, 2003; Rots et al., 2007). Teachers with poor self-efficacy are more prone to emotional 

exhaustion and are, therefore, less committed to their occupation (Klaussen & Chiu, 2011; 
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Tsouloupas et al., 2010). The decline in commitment to the field of education leads to the 

abandonment of the teaching profession (Canrinus et al., 2010).  

Early interventions by administrators can mitigate the loss of teachers and the decline in 

teacher self-efficacy, especially in light of circumstances created by the COVID-19 pandemic 

which resulted in long-term closures of schools nationwide. One key to teacher retention and 

high self-efficacy is administrative support. Teachers want to feel like the administrative staff 

provides them with the tools to be successful, including professional development, resources, 

and time for collaboration and planning. In addition, districts should provide high quality 

mentoring and induction programs for beginning teachers, including frequent meetings that 

analyze students’ strengths and needs while developing plans to address those needs (Carver-

Thomas & Darling Hammond, 2017; Outlaw& Grifenhagen, 2020). New teachers are expected 

to enter the teaching profession and implement the MTSS framework along with all other duties 

with full understanding of their roles and responsibilities (Lancaster & Hougen, 2017; Outlaw & 

Grifenhagen, 2020; Preechawong, 2021). 

Multi-Tiered Student Support 

Multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) is a conceptual framework for organizing service 

delivery to all students (States et al., 2017). MTSS is the large umbrella framework that is 

applied to all students, while Response to Intervention (RTI) is the process within MTSS that 

targets struggling students and how they respond to specific interventions based on their progress 

toward an identified goal (Georgia DOE, 2019). MTSS is a framework that enables schools to 

establish structures and practices to provide all learners with the support they need to succeed in 

the classroom (Hoover & Solterp-Gonzalez, 2018). As a student-centered approach MTSS uses 

evidence research-based methods along with data-driven collaborative problem-solving 
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strategies to address and identify the learning difficulties of students.  MTSS must include 

fidelity of instructional interventions, scientifically researched interventions, continuous progress 

monitoring, universal screening, and the provision of high-quality classroom instruction 

(Berkeley et al., 2014; Scott et al., 2019).   

Interventions begin with universal and social interventions and lead to increasingly 

intensive methods to ensure improved outcomes for students who do not benefit from universal 

practices (Harlacher et al., 2014; Rogers et al., 2020). One component of MTSS is frequent 

performance screening or progress monitoring. MTSS is not a scripted practice. Instead, it is a 

framework to assist in aligning an organization’s resources in an effective manner to address 

student needs. The design of MTSS is based on three tiers. Universal support, or Tier 1, consists 

of the core curriculum prescribed by state standards. Universal supports are provided to all 

students and are considered effective if 80% of students make progress within this tier (States, et 

al., 2017). Universal screenings are provided for all students to identify at-risk students at least 

twice per year. Universal screening also helps to analyze core programming and identify 

deficiencies in curricula or instructional delivery (Rogers, et al., 2020). Heightened support, or 

Tier 2, consists of increased services and remediation in small groups, most often with 1:6 

teacher student ratio. Approximately 15% of students benefit from heightened support when 

universal support alone is not adequate. Intensive support is individualized services for students 

who have not succeeded in tiers one and two. Approximately 5% of students require intensive 

support with an even lower 1:3 teacher student ratio with instruction that is explicit and 

personalized (Vaughn et al., 2010, Rogers et al., 2020). If at any time, students successfully 

master concepts or skills and show adequate progress, students may move to a lower tier 

(Rogers, et al., 2020) 
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Before MTSS, the IQ discrepancy model was commonly used to identify students with 

learning challenges. The discrepancy model uses standardized nationally normed assessments to 

identify the difference between a child’s aptitude (IQ) and their current academic achievement. If 

a large enough gap existed between the aptitude and academic achievement, then the student 

would qualify for special education services. In the decades following the passage of the 

Education for Handicapped Children Act of 1975 by the United States congress, educators found 

the discrepancy model inadequate. The discrepancy model was referred to as the wait to fail 

model because students spent years failing and falling behind before they were found eligible to 

receive interventions (Greshem, 2002; Snowling et al., 2020). The flaws of the discrepancy 

model also included the overidentification of students with learning disability, especially 

minority students. Following the discrepancy model, students endured long periods of time 

without interventions, leading to false positives. Many students found eligible for special 

education were able to perform satisfactorily after receiving interventions (Greshem, 2001; 

Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003; Hintze et al., 2018).  

Based on the public health model, which gained wide-spread success at the turn of the 

20th century, MTSS is a means of proactive measures that improve the education of all students.  

The model addresses students’ needs by using limited resources to determine where, when, and 

how to intervene for maximum results. The public health model achieved significant 

improvements in the quality of life for Americans through a decrease in infectious diseases as 

well as child and infant mortality (Grove & Hetzel, 1968; Gonzalez & Gilleski, 2017). The 

model was also a key factor in the 29.2 year increase in the average life expectancy of Americans 

between 1900 and 1990 (Hoyert et al., 1999; Niu et al., 2021). Physicians began to regularly 

screen weight height and blood pressure as indicators of an individual’s overall health. If results 
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indicated elevated or concerning levels, a doctor would recommend proactive lifestyle changes.  

The patient would then be monitored within an appropriate time frame to measure the 

individual’s response to interventions. A lack of response led to more in-depth studies and more 

intensive recommendations for treatment. Subsequent data gathered would continue to inform 

treatment (Greshem, 2007; Shahzad et al., 2019).  

The public health model was so successful it was adopted by mental health professionals 

and eventually came to the attention of educators (Munoz et al., 1996; Miller et al, 2019). 

Additionally in 2001, the United States Office of Special Education held a summit for 

researchers who specialized in learning disabilities to meet with policy makers in Washington 

D.C. (Fuchs et al., 2003; Kim et al., 2019). At this summit, the IQ-discrepancy model was 

rejected as a valid indicator of diagnosing a learning disability. An alternative method of 

identifying a learning disability through the inadequate response to empirically validated 

interventions was introduced (Greshem, 2007; Beaujear, 2018). Not long after, the President’s 

Commission on Excellence in Special Education convened to advise congress on the 

reauthorization of IDEA. Extensive testimony was given by researchers and practitioners alike 

(Kovaleski et al., 2013).  

One recommendation given to congress was the change from an IQ discrepancy model to 

an RTI/MTSS method of eligibility. As a result, the reauthorization of IDEA permitted the use of 

data obtained from scientifically based interventions to make eligibility decisions (Jimerson et 

al., 2007; Alsalamah, 2021). However, experts in the field of education believed the decision was 

rushed and as a result an ineffective model was implemented (Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009; Elias, 

2021). In the meantime, state departments of education began to slowly integrate the tenets of the 

MTSS/RTI framework (Zirkel & Thomas, 2010; Elias, 2021). Acknowledging the importance of 
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early interventions IDEA also allocated 15% of special education funding for students who have 

not been identified as a child with a disability but need additional academic and behavioral 

support to succeed in the general education setting (NJCLD, 2005; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2022).  

 In 2015, further changes were made to IDEA, resulting in the Every Student Succeeds 

Act (ESSA). The ESSA federally moved away from standardized test scores as the sole 

measurement for student growth and required the implementation of multiple measures to 

monitor student growth and progress. Under ESSA, local and state agencies were given control 

of determining how to meet the needs of different subgroups of students that consistently 

underperform (Franquiz & Ortiz, 2016; Zhang et al, 2020). Previously, No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) legislation sought to scale up the federal government’s role in holding schools 

accountable for student outcomes. NCLB passed with overwhelming bipartisan support in the 

U.S. house and senate and was signed into law by President George W. Bush in 2002 (Klein, 

2015). NCLB was based on the Elementary and Secondary Education Act first introduced by 

Lyndon B. Johnson as part of his Great Society program. It created a clear role for the federal 

government in offering funding for public education for students in grades K-12 (Zang, 2022). 

The ESSA incorporated an essential part of the No Child Left Behind legislation concerning 

reading instruction. According to ESSA, a child cannot be eligible for special education if there 

exists a lack of appropriate instruction in reading, including the essential components of reading 

instruction or a lack of instruction in math. Specifically, ESSA referenced the essential 

components of reading instruction defined in NCLB as explicitly and systematic instruction in 

phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary development, reading fluency and reading 
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comprehension. These amendments to IDEA and other technical changes were passed into law in 

2017 (Yell et al., 2017).  

 Three components must be in place to determine the existence of a learning disability 

according to the MTSS/RTI method. First, students must exhibit low academic achievements.  

Secondly, they must exhibit a lack of response to intervention. The lack of RTI would be well-

documented through the framework of MTSS implemented at the school level. Third, other 

disabilities must be ruled out as the cause of learning difficulties. For example, if a student has a 

diagnosis of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), the diagnosis of ADHD would be 

considered the primary disability and primary cause for lack of response to intervention (Fletcher 

& Vaughn, 2009; Ruiz, 2020).  

 Within the RTI model all students must be screened using a diagnostic assessment. 

Interventions should be provided within the general education setting for students who do not 

meet special education eligibility. The progress of students must be systematically monitored. 

Students who do not adequately respond to interventions receive more intense interventions.  

Finally, students who do not respond to intensive interventions are referred to special education 

services for a comprehensive evaluation to determine eligibility. Despite the refinement of 

MTSS for writing, math, and behavior, reading difficulties continue to be the most common 

reason for referral to special education (Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; NJCLD, 2005; National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2020; Make & Adams, 2022).   

 Education professionals adopted the MTSS framework after the RTI framework failed to 

describe the multi-faceted, comprehensive nature of the intervention service model (Eagle et al., 

2015). MTSS merged RTI academic efforts with programs designed to further the social and 

emotional development of students, such as Positive Behavior Intervention Services. In addition, 
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MTSS involved all educators, not solely relying on special education teachers to provide 

interventions and monitor all students’ progress (Eagle et al., 2015; Fuchs et al., 2010; Nelson et 

al., 2015; Clark & Dockweiler, 2019). MTSS was a fundamental rethinking and reshaping of 

general education toward a multilevel system focused on early intervention and prevention over 

a remedial approach (Fuchs et al., 2012; Gonzalez et al 2022).  

 Though most MTSS models are based on a typical model of three tiers, many variations 

exist between schools, districts, and states (Fuchs et al., 2012; Maki et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 

2015; Berkeley et al, 2020). The variations are partially due to a lack of specificity in the 

reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 (Fuchs et al., 2012; Brieschetul, 2019). For MTSS frameworks 

to be effective and successful, all stakeholders need to understand their school and district 

systems and structures as well as the parameters and obligations of their individual role 

(Greenfield, 2010; Choi et al., 2018). Leadership and coherence are essential for all MTSS 

structures (Harlacher & Siler, 2011). The successful implementation of MTSS requires 

specialists with broad and well-developed skill sets. Individual teachers cannot address students’ 

needs in isolation (Institute of Education Sciences, 2018). Teachers must be able to integrate 

knowledge of reading development and difficulties/disabilities with deep content knowledge and 

specialized techniques (Fuchs et al., 2012; Werch, 2020). Educators also need adequate skills in 

decision-making on effective interventions (Sugai & Horner, 2009; Linan-Thompson et al., 

2022). 

Because MTSS implementation is left up to local and state agencies, the policies and 

procedures governing MTSS vary from district to district. Each school should have a written 

plan to ensure a consistent process on which staff members, novice and veterans alike, receive 

facilitated on-going professional development (Buckle, 2022). A comprehensive list of available 
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interventions and weekly time to collaborate with other educators can assist in choosing 

appropriate interventions, reviewing data, and engaging in problem-solving. Implementing the 

MTSS framework is a process developed over time in stages. At the district level, MTSS 

requires staff training at the onset, leading up to continuous measurement and improvement of 

implementation over time. Once the framework is fully in place, the district should sustain 

implementation, while continuing to measure student outcomes, being ready to make 

adjustments as needed (WASA Special Education Directors’ Academy, Rasplica, 2019).  

School districts may fail to adequately evaluate Tier I programming If the basic 

curriculum being offered to all students is not adequate, the number of students who move into 

Tier 2 increases, and the quality of interventions decreases due to larger group sizes, shorter 

sessions, and fewer qualified tutors (Camp et al., 2021). If students are over-identified for Tier 2 

interventions, often referred to as false-positives, the effectiveness of Tier 2 interventions are 

diluted.  Students identified through a universal screener should also be identified by two other 

data sources to verify the decision about whether a student is at-risk or not. Classroom 

performance data, state assessment performance, diagnostic assessment information, and short-

term progress monitoring should also be considered when deciding on more intensive 

interventions at Tier 2. Additionally, if students are allowed to languish in Tier 2 and do not 

exhibit adequate progress, they should be moved to Tier 3 interventions (Otaiba et al., 2014; 

Maki & Adams, 2022). Frequency and duration of interventions should be increased at Tier 3 

interventions. Progress monitoring should also be conducted weekly and serve significant 

learning and/or behavior to not exceed 5% of the student population (Arias-Gundin & 

Llamazares, 2021).   
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Students are exposed to evidence-based interventions and progress monitored throughout 

the entire process (Silberglitt et al., 2016; Scott et al. 2019). The MTSS process requires 

intentional planning, adequate time to plan and provide instruction, as well as practice to 

implement effectively (Artiles, 2015; Choi et al., 2019). Despite the potential benefits, MTSS 

remains highly criticized. The methods of implementation vary significantly from one school to 

the next (Piety, 2019). Variances also exist with the choice of screening methods and how results 

are screened (Nelson et al., 2017). A lack of resources for research-based interventions, 

inadequate teacher training, and a lack of professional development to prepare teachers are the 

most common concerns cited by educators (Bineham et al.,2014; Hudson & MacKenzie, 2016; 

Hall, 2018). 

An effective MTSS program benefits all students when the model is implemented with 

fidelity. Seventy percent of high school students are in need of special, specific supports, even 

when they are not eligible for special education identification. Following school closures and the 

implementation of rushed virtual learning, students who came into the pandemic with the fewest 

academic opportunities are on track to exit with the greatest learning loss (California State 

University Los Angeles, 2016; Dorn et al., 2021). The program eliminates the wait-to-fail 

process that prevents students from receiving interventions at an earlier stage in the learning 

process. When implemented properly, MTSS provides educators with relevant professional 

development, technical assistance, and instructional coaching. In addition, roles, responsibilities, 

and accountability for all stakeholders are clearly outlined. The success or inadequate growth of 

a student does not solely rest on one individual. Instead, their growth is addressed by a full team 

with varying expertise. MTSS also provides a coherent system for continuous improvement, 
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providing teachers with a higher sense of self-efficacy when working with students with special 

needs in all areas of academia, behavior, and social/emotional skills.  

Rural Education in America 

 High-poverty urban districts present various challenges to the successful implementation 

of the MTSS framework. Their plight is often in the forefront of media in regard to the state of 

modern education. Districts with a large, densely populated student body typically have more 

frequent academic and behavioral needs. Due to high levels of staff turnover, they often hire 

underqualified teachers (Steinberg, 2010; Allen et al, 2017). There are also frequent systematic 

changes in leaders which alter the processes and guidelines by which MTSS is implemented 

(Kraft et al., 2015; Buckle, 2022). In fact, due to inexperienced teachers, the burden of training 

educators to meet the needs of students who do not respond to the standard MTSS protocol falls 

squarely on the shoulders of individual school leaders. Educators are often left with making 

decisions about changes, yet they are unsure of how and when to make changes to the services 

provided to students through MTSS (Greenfield et al., 2010Pierce & Mueller, 2018).  

 Likewise, rural school districts face their own unique challenges in the implementation of 

MTSS. Personnel is the most critical element for an effective MTSS program. Teachers from 

rural areas, on average, graduate from less selective colleges when compared to their peers in 

urban and suburban areas. In addition, teachers in rural school districts are less likely to have a 

master’s degree when compared with teachers from metropolitan areas (Player, 2015; Dahle-

Huff & Waller, 2019). Rural districts also employ more novice or beginning teachers, with an 

even higher percentage of new teachers in districts with large minority and low socioeconomic 

populations (Lavalley, 2018). The pool of teacher candidates remains extremely limited due to 

limited housing options and geographic isolation. Vacancies for science technology engineering 
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and math, as well as faculty for English language learner populations are especially difficult for 

rural schools to fill (NCES, 2012; Player, 2015, Linan-Thompson et al., 2022).  

 Teachers employed by rural school districts are often required to fulfill multiple job roles 

and teach in several content areas (Rich & Stein, 2018). Support staff and school administrative 

staff also face the same challenges. There are also high turnover rates for superintendents who 

often leave the rural setting to move to larger districts for better pay (Brant & Grady, 1989; 

Chance & Capps, 1992; Wilson & Heim, 1985; O’Malley et al., 2018). Educational leaders in 

rural areas lack access to high-quality professional development (Lavalley, 2018). Professional 

development that is received often fails to transfer to their specific environment, especially in the 

areas of community partnerships, finances, and English language learner education (Preston, et 

al., 2013; Curry et al., 2018). Rural principals and superintendents often fill multiple roles 

ranging from classroom instruction to athletics to driving a bus to keep the district operational on 

a day-to-day basis. Leaders for rural school districts face low salary, isolation, limited resources, 

and communities resistant to change. Rural school district leaders are difficult to attract, retain, 

and reward (Lamkin, 2006: Frahm & Cianca, 2021).  

 Rural districts, by definition, are located in isolated geographic areas where the 

population is less dense creating a low tax base which ultimately impacts school district funding. 

In some states like Connecticut, Michigan, and Massachusetts rural districts receive 50% less 

funding from the federal government per poor pupil than urban counties (Gutierrez, 2021).  

Other states also show a discrepancy ranging from 20 to 50 percent discrepancy in funding per 

pupil in rural areas. Rural residents, though only a 15% of the U.S. population are spread across 

72% of the geographical land area. With greater distances for which to provide transportation for 

students to attend school, rural districts must allocate a greater portion of their budgets to fuel, 
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maintenance, and operation of buses. To illustrate the vast difference in funding, urban 

California district spend $18,788 per pupil yearly while rural West Virginia districts spend 

$11,757 per pupil yearly (Department of Education, 2021; Marre & Rupasingher, 2019).  

 Parent participation can also be negatively impacted by the geographic isolation, creating 

a barrier between home and school. Using free and reduced lunch eligibility statistics, rural 

schools reported an increase of 25%-30% poverty level of students’ families between 2000-2009 

(Lavalley, 2018). The challenges of living in poverty coupled with the challenges of living in a 

rural area further restrict access to social educational, and economical opportunities. More than 

half of the rural student population in the United States comes from a low socioeconomic 

household in 23 states (Showalter et al., 2017).  

 Rural school districts between 2000-2009 reported a 150% increase in Latino students 

creating an even greater need for educators with English language learner certification. The 

growth of students with a second language spoken in the home is a trend that continues to grow.  

According to the 2020 U.S. Census, Hispanics represented 9% of the total rural population 

(Johnson & Lichter, 2022). Roughly one-third of all rural children come from racial or ethnic 

minority populations. Overall, in 2017, 8.9 million students attended rural schools in the United 

States. Student enrollment in rural areas is greater than the combination of the nation’s 78 largest 

school districts (Showalter et al., 2019). Every state has at least 10% of rural students who 

require special education. A growing concern in all rural areas is the shortage of special 

educators and related service providers, including school psychologists and speech language 

pathologists (Shed, et al., 2013; Johnson et al., 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic increased the 

need for flexible solutions to the increasing shortage of experts in the field of education. 

Teletherapy and integrated technology supports provided an effective solution for students who 



54 
 

 
 

were unable to receive special education services due to long-term quarantines and school 

closures. Using technology to combat the shortage of specialists in rural districts is a promising 

solution. 

 Rural special educators are often required to teach across a wide variety of disability 

categories and across multiple grade levels. One-third of rural special education teachers 

indicated they did not feel qualified to teach some of the students on their case load (Berry et al., 

2011; Outlaw & Grifenhagen, 2020). There is an identified need for relevant ongoing 

professional development for rural educators (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005; Vernon-

Feagans et al., 2018). The challenge of providing professional development in rural districts is 

complicated by a lack of qualified personnel with limited specialized expertise, scarce resources 

and compromised budgets (Steed et al., 2013; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2018). Professional 

development and information regarding MTSS becomes the responsibility of an individual who 

must design, coordinate, and implement training while fulfilling other job duties. Additionally, 

little evidence exists to support half day professional development models that train teachers 

with the hope the new methods will become a sustainable practice of the educator (Alber & 

Nelson, 2010; Stewart & Matthews, 2018).  

 In fact, educators have insufficient knowledge and experience implementing a system of 

multi-tiered supports with diverse student populations, including students with disabilities (Joshi 

et al., 2009; Binks-Cantrell et al., 2012; Joshi & Washburn, 2012; Moats, 2017). Due to the 

limitation of professional development opportunities in rural school districts, interactive teaming 

may be one possible solution. Teachers and specialists from across the district could join forces 

to create a team with a common vision and goals to develop on-going student intervention action 

plans based on data collected and shared experiences (Pierce & Mueller, 2018). These teams 
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could also partner with college and university programs to assist in the preparation of teacher 

candidates. In many states professional development of in-service teachers in the area of MTSS 

has outpaced teacher education institutions’ ability to integrate MTSS into the university 

curriculum (Lancaster & Hougen, 2017).  

  Rural educators are continuously challenged to address the unique needs of students with 

and without disabilities (Steed et al., 2013; Brownell et al. 2018). Since the mid-1980s there has 

been a strong national movement to include students with disabilities in general education 

(Hammond & Ingalls, 2003). Early research found inclusive programs to be more academically 

impactful for students with mild disabilities when compared to a segregated setting (Jobe et al., 

1996; Malian & Love, 1998; Sundeen & Sundeen, 2022). However, there are many challenges to 

an effective inclusion program, many of which mirror the obstacles to an effective MTSS 

program. General education teachers require adequate training to work with students with 

disabilities (Salend, 2001; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2000; Sundeen & Sundeen, 2022). General 

education teachers rely on procedures and instructional practices geared toward large groups of 

students. They often fail to include adaptive strategies with the presentation of classroom 

materials that benefit students with disabilities (Bender et al., 1995; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1998; 

Schuman & Vaughn, 1991; Hatch & Clark, 2021). The inclusion of students with intellectual 

disabilities becomes more challenging as students move from elementary to middle and high 

school (Carter, 2018). Not only does the curriculum become more challenging but peer 

relationships become more amplified and play a greater role in students’ lives. Likewise, 

students are expected to complete academic tasks independently without the direct guidance of 

teachers (Carter et al., 2018; Feldman et al., 2016; Kurth & Mastergeorge, 2012).  
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Borderline Intellectual Functioning 

 However, educators still struggle to obtain a high level of self-efficacy when working 

with students with low IQ, often referred to as slow learners or students with borderline 

intellectual functioning in the literature. The range of IQ for students with BIF is well below the 

average range of ability, which ranges between 90 and 110. These students have relatively 

diminished potential and acquire reading abilities at a much slower rate (Cooter & Cooter, 2004; 

Agua Dias et al., 2019). Since 1973, IQ scores are not the sole indicator of diminished potential.  

Children with below average cognitive ability represent a substantial proportion of children who 

perform one or two standard deviations below the mean. They fall into a gray area, which is 

substantially below that of the average population. However, these students do not meet the 

diagnostic criteria for Intellectual Developmental Disability (IDD) (Bowe et al., 2021). Early 

deficits in cognitive ability are correlated with adverse outcomes later in life, which are well-

documented and researched (Norbury et al., 2016; Eloranta et al., 2019). Despite this 

documentation, 13% of children whose cognitive ability falls within the below average range 

receive little attention either in the scientific literature or in the educational environment (Bowe 

et al., 2021). 

Until 1973, BIF was a subcategory of IDD (Greenspan, 2017). The result was an over-

diagnosis of IDD, focused on the school setting, especially for poor and minority students 

(Harris-Murri et al., 2006; Snowling et al., 2020). Since the change of the definition in 1973, 

declassifying BIF, unless accompanied by severely deficit adaptive behavior scores, students 

with borderline intellectual functioning remain in the general education setting. In the general 

education setting, students with BIF compete with students of all other ability levels and aspire to 

meet standards established for the average student (Kanowski et al., 2004; Maki & Adams, 
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2022). Few empirical studies target issues specifically related to students with BIF and the 

instruction/interventions they require to have successful experiences in the school setting or 

academic environment.   

Many students with BIF attend regular mainstream schools. However, even with MTSS 

procedures in place, few students receive sufficient support. As a result, they continue to fail 

exams, leading inevitably to the decision to drop out of school altogether (Kaznowski, 2004; 

Karande & Kulkarni, 2005; Pritinidhi et al., 1992; Makuyana, 2020). Researchers fail to 

determine the true cause of the academic and cognitive weaknesses of students with BIF.  BIF 

may be due to an identified developmental delay or atypical development (Schuchardt et al., 

2010; Traff & Ostergren, 2021). Other research highlights neuro-cognitive deficits which 

ultimately lead to a lower cognitive capacity (Bennet-Gates & Zigler, 1998; Weiss et al., 1986; 

Zigler & Balla, 1982; Alloway, 2018).  

Most models examine BIF through the lens of working memory. Children with BIF have 

low capacity in all three components of working memory (Alloway, 2010; Schuchardt et al., 

2010; Stefanelli & Alloway, 2018). Working memory is the ability to maintain and process 

information while performing a cognitive task (Cowen, 1999; Eagle et al., 1999). Working 

memory plays an important role in academic tasks requiring language comprehension (Daneman 

& Mierikle, 1996; Peng et al., 2018).  

Working memory models include four components. The visio-spatial sketchpad is 

responsible for the temporary storage of visual and spatial information. The phonological loop 

temporarily stores information presented verbally. The episodic buffer integrates short-term and 

long-term memory. The visio-spatial and phonological loop processes are controlled by the 

central executive system. The central executive system also directs attention, makes decisions 
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and retrieves memories (McCabe et al., 2010; Buehler, 2018). Executive functions are closely 

tied to intelligence (Numminen et al., 2000; Friedman et al., 2006; Colom et al., 2008; Buehler, 

2018). They are also instrumental to complex reasoning, learning, and decision making 

(Engelhardt et al., 2016; Nori et al., 2022). Academic achievement is associated with working 

memory as well. Longitudinal studies cite working memory skills as a better indicator of 

learning success and difficulties than IQ (Alloway & Alloway, 2010). Low working memory is 

linked to difficulties with various aspects of mathematical reasoning and computation (Swanson 

& Sachse-Lee, 2001; Bull & Scerif, 2001; Geary et al., 2004; Jonsson et al., 2021).  

Considering typical childhood development, working memory continues to develop 

between the ages of four and 10 years of age and levels off around 15 years of age (Gathercole, 

2004; McAuley & White, 2011; Alloway, 2018). The inhibition to make incorrect guesses 

plateaus by 10 years of age. The lack of inhibition makes it less likely that a child will take risks 

in challenging academic tasks. Working memory deficits are also related to reading disabilities 

and language impairments (Gathercole et al., 2006; Alloway & Archibald, 2008, Peng et al., 

2018). Common characteristics of students with low working memory include failure to 

remember instruction and difficulty completing academic tasks (Alloway, 2010; Alloway, 2018). 

The findings are consistent with assessments of individuals using an IQ based measure 

(Gathercole et al., 2006; Gray, 2022).  

Verbal short term memory ceased to improve after the age of 10. (Van der Molen & Van 

Luit, 2013; Ginzburg et al 2021). However, an improvement in visual short-term memory was 

exhibited until at least 16 years of age and mimicked the progress of typical same age children.  

An investigation of verbal short term memory showed concerns in the process of phonological 

looping.  Typical process of children from ages 7 to 9 exhibit automatic rehearsal in 
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phonological looping (Henry & Millar, 1993; Gathercole, 1994; Thomas et al, 2018). However, 

children with BIF did not automatically repeat newly obtained information, allowing the 

information to fade away. The inability to remember recently presented material is evidenced by 

the students’ inability to recall non-words. Non-words are difficult and time consuming to 

rehearse.  However, digit recall is easier to rehearse because of an already existent familiarity 

(Van der Molen & Luit, 2013; Norris et al, 2019). The lack of ability to remember recently 

presented material reinforces earlier findings that verbal short term memory is a reliable 

predictor of reading difficulties for children with BIF (Henry & MacLean, 2003; Alloway & 

Temple, 2007; Peng et al., 2018).  

The difficulties experienced by children with BIF extend beyond difficulties associated 

with academic tasks. Children with BIF also exhibit limitations with social information 

processing, or the encoding of social information (Van Oers & Van Nieuwenhuijzen, 2009; 

Faedda, 2019). The ability to see a situation through the eyes of another individual, or 

perspective taking, is another necessary cognitive skill that is underdeveloped in children with 

BIF (Benson et al., 1993; Tasse et al., 2019). Individuals with BIF have problems recognizing 

the emotional signals in facial expressions and body language of others (Dimitrovsky et al., 

2000; Hetzroni & Oren, 2002; Leung & Singh, 1998; Rojahn et al., 1995; Stewart & Singh, 

1995; Smirni et al., 2019). Furthermore, difficulties recognizing emotions in facial expressions 

are related to behavior problems (Ellis et al., 1997). They also exhibit difficulty interpreting the 

intentions of others, whether to do harm or good (Nieuwenhuijzen et al., 2011; Luteijn et al., 

2017).  

The deficiency in perspective taking skills couples with working memory deficits leads to 

difficulty recognizing emotions as well as understanding and interpreting social situations.  
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Children with average working memory when presented with social situations are able to use 

knowledge stored in memory to apply toward an appropriate response. Good emotion 

recognition and interpretation skills help to further develop appropriate resolutions to newly 

presented social situations (Zaja & Rojahn, 2008; Hronis et al., 2020). These deficits impair their 

ability to develop relationships and friendships, increasing the chances of rejection from peers 

and isolation (Hoze et al., 2000). Their low academic performance and interpersonal deficiencies 

further contribute to their isolation from typically developing peers (Weiss, 1973; Williams & 

Asher, 1992; Kurtek, 2018). As students with BIF expand their relationships beyond family and 

into their school and communities, levels of stress increase (Moen et al., 1995; Robinson et al., 

2020). 

Individuals with BIF struggle to meet average standards of social expectations and may 

not have access to supportive services, such as counseling or special education behavioral/social 

emotional instruction to counter the ramifications of poor social relationships (Zigler et al., 1984; 

Zetlin & Murtaugh, 1990; Robinson et al., 2020). The occurrence of mental health problems 

among children with BIF was higher than among children with IQs below 70 (Zetline & 

Murtaugh, 1990; Giesbers et al., 2019). Children with IQs below 70 may benefit from the early 

interventions provided by educational and social institutions that provide them with the resources 

and training needed to avoid severe behavioral and emotional difficulties (Masi et al., 1998; 

Giesbers et al., 2019). In addition, students with BIF who spend their formative years in adverse 

conditions within the home environment are at a greater risk for emotional disturbances and 

dysfunctional relationships later in life. Students with BIF are three to four more times likely to 

develop problem behaviors (Dekker et al., 2002; Bailey et al., 2019). In these conditions such as 
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an emotionally abusive home, children do not develop their coping and adjustment skills 

reducing their resilience across all settings (Greenbaum & Auerbach, 1998; Crnic et al., 2017).  

A lack of resilience can also contribute to accompanying diagnosis of depression and 

anxiety. However, students with BIF seem to profit more from medical and psychological 

interventions than students with lower IQs. Students with BIF are twice as likely to be diagnosed 

with post-traumatic stress disorder. Not only are they more likely to experience traumatic events, 

but they are more vulnerable to the disruptive effects of trauma (Weiland et al., 2014; Gentile & 

Dixon, 2019). They are also more likely to be diagnosed with a condition characterized by 

significant distress that requires clinical attention (APA, 2003; Gentile & Dixon, 2019).  

The inability to keep pace with the academic demands of the classroom is the one 

characteristic of students with BIF commonly cited and agreed upon in the literature. Along with 

academic difficulty, poor reasoning ability, short attention span, poor retention of skills and 

concepts taught, poor motivation, and work habits are often observed. With a myriad of 

difficulties in the classroom setting, little research addresses the role teacher self-efficacy plays 

in the general education setting when working with students with BIF. Since most students with 

BIF do not qualify for special education services, studies look at the link between the success of 

inclusion and teacher self-efficacy. Teacher self-efficacy is comprised of a number of sub-scales, 

including instructional strategies self-efficacy, classroom management self-efficacy, and student 

engagement self-efficacy (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001; Choi et al., 2019).   

Social cognitive theory posits that school environmental factors, such as feedback, 

support, and interaction with other staff members, influence the formation of teacher self-

efficacy (Bandura, 2012). The school climate is the incorporation of beliefs regarding 

interpersonal relationships among staff, teaching practices, and organizational norms and values 
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(Kohl et al., 2013). Teachers are more likely to differentiate instruction by tailoring their lessons 

to accommodate children of different abilities when they believe the school climate fosters and 

embraces learning differences, while celebrating their academic successes, no matter how small 

(Roy et al., 2013; Katsantonis, 2020). Teachers who believed colleagues looked for ways to 

improve teaching had higher levels of self-efficacy overall, and in all sub-categories (Goddard & 

Goddard, 2001; Barni, 2019).  

Teachers who exhibit positive levels of self-efficacy exhibit greater levels of resilience 

and determination for students to reach their potential (Woodcock & Emms, 2015; Yada et al., 

2021). It is important to note that teacher self-efficacy can vary between subject areas, settings, 

and groups of students (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolkhoy, 2007; Sawyer et al, 2020).  

Furthermore, researchers have shown the highest levels of teacher self-efficacy are required to 

manage activities between parents and children with disabilities (Lai et al., 2016; Sawyer et al., 

2020).  

Teachers with lower levels of self-efficacy are more likely than their peers at the 

elementary level, to place the responsibility of failure within the students’ hands and will not 

persist in trying to improve student outcomes (Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Guskey, 2021). The 

messages inadvertently communicated to students by these teachers are detrimental to student 

engagement, motivation, and expectation of future academic success (Weiner, 2010; Guskey, 

2021). Because students with disabilities do not respond to typical classroom instruction, teacher 

attitudes and persistence are highly significant in improving student outcomes. Students of low 

ability put forth great effort on assigned tasks but often receive negative results, such as a failing 

grade.  They also receive greater sympathy from teachers, which can lead to unintended 

consequences (Clark & Artles, 2000; Kim & Seo, 2018). A large portion of the literature 
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examines feedback from teachers when the student is identified under a disability category, such 

as specific learning disability (SLD). Since SLD is viewed as a factor outside of the student’s 

locus of control, the teacher may negatively affect student self-efficacy by reinforcing the belief 

that students do not have the capacity to succeed at academic tasks. Consequently, student self-

efficacy, motivation, and self-esteem become part of a negative self-fulfilling prophecy 

(Rosenthal & Jacobsen, 1968; Gentrup et al., 2020).  

Teacher efficacy begins to develop early in the teaching career and tends to become more 

rigid once teachers have an extensive catalog of teaching experiences. Self-efficacy fluctuates 

over time, and its development is not linear (Withy, 2019). The availability of resources and the 

level of support from administration, colleagues, parents, and the community affect levels of 

self-efficacy though, those factors are more influential for novice teachers.   

Teachers with high self-efficacy have several common practices that lead to a positive 

belief in their professional capabilities. Teachers with high self-efficacy value the importance of 

continuous professional development. They use these opportunities to improve their teaching 

practices. Teachers with high self-efficacy also establish a supportive classroom climate and go 

the extra mile by designing meaningful experiences to ensure every student feels successful 

(Hawe & Dixon, 2015; Barni et al., 2019). During these learning experiences, students know 

their teacher believes in them through every phase of learning. Teachers with high self-efficacy 

foster student growth by welcoming errors. They provide a variety of methods to share control of 

learning with students through activities that promote rich peer discussion, while providing 

constructive feedback (Celestine, 2019). Most importantly, teachers with high self-efficacy do 

not become overcome with frustration through difficult teaching periods. Instead, they view 
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obstacles and challenges as a temporary situation through which they can become a greater 

teacher. 

Summary 

Current literature does not examine the correlation between teacher self-efficacy and the 

implementation of MTSS for students with borderline intellectual functioning. The extensive 

effect of teacher self-efficacy upon teaching practices, the classroom environment and the 

likelihood to employ strategies to support students with diverse needs point to the importance of 

studies in this area (Thoonen et al., 2011).   
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Overview 

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to understand the attitudes and perceptions of 

teachers in South Carolina tasked with providing Tier III interventions to students with 

borderline intellectual functioning (BIF). The purpose of this chapter is to establish the reasoning 

for the research design, a qualitative case study. The research questions guiding this study are 

introduced. The procedures for conducting this research included gaining IRB consent to begin 

data collection, collecting signed consent forms from all participants, conducting interviews, 

questionnaires, and focus group sessions. The setting, Central School District, is examined in 

detail.  The study included four rural elementary and middle schools within Central School 

District, South Carolina (pseudonym), and pseudonyms were used for school names as well as 

for participants in order to protect their identify (Mukungu, 2017). The ontological and 

axiological assumptions of the interpretive framework are provided. The researcher’s role and 

position, in relation to the subject of the study, are disclosed. The data collection plan is 

described.  A narration of the credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of this 

qualitative study is provided.  Finally, the ethical considerations of this study are described, and 

the chapter concludes with a summary.  

Research Design 

In a qualitative research study, non-numerical data are collected in order to understand 

concepts, opinions, and experiences, phenomena, in order to generate valuable knowledge 

(Simony et al., 2018). A qualitative research approach lends itself well to research related to the 

lives of people, behavior, or functioning within an organization, such as a school district (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1990). Qualitative data is descriptive and involves complex phenomenon which can 
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be observed by identifying the interaction of various factors (Rashid et al., 2019). Qualitative 

researchers conduct studies in the natural setting.  The aim of qualitative research is to 

understand the social reality of individuals, groups, and cultures as nearly as possible as its 

participants feel it or live it (McLeod, 2019). Qualitative research seeks to answer ‘how’ and 

‘why’ questions by the presentation of open-ended questions. Phenomena, such as experiences, 

attitudes, and behaviors, can be difficult to accurately capture quantitatively, whereas a 

qualitative approach allows participants themselves to explain how, why, or what they were 

thinking, feeling, and experiencing at a certain time or during an event of interest (Tenny et al., 

2022).   

The purpose of this study is to examine the attitudes and perceptions of teachers who 

provide multi-tiered student support for students with BIF. Therefore, the lived experiences of 

teachers providing MTSS interventions for students with BIF are examined within the study. A 

case study is defined as a process of investigation (Creswell, 2007). Case studies are bound by 

time and place. The current state of special education eligibility for students with BIF was 

transformed by the reclassification of BIF from a clear mental deficiency with IQ cut off scores 

to a V-Code (Weiland & Zitman, 2016; American Psychological Association, 2013). In addition, 

a case study is used to research a particular situation in a specific place (Schoch, 2020). The 

experiences of educators in an urban school district will vary from a rural educator’s 

experiences. Likewise, this will vary according to particular regions of the United States and 

from state to state (Zirkel, 2017). The context of the study is an important factor (Tinkler, 2004). 

By conducting a case study, the researcher is able to highlight a current, relevant issue, such as 

providing MTSS interventions for students with BIF in the general education setting in a rural 

district (Sanders, 1981). 
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This study may be used to identify the challenges and obstacles that may be impeding the 

effectiveness of MTSS for students with BIF, defined as a full-scale IQ score of 71-84. It is 

essential to understand teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of implementing a tiered system of 

interventions in the general education setting for students with borderline intellectual 

functioning, who take longer to obtain an understanding of new concepts and need consistent 

review of previous material taught in order to retain information within the working memory.   

Using a single instrumental qualitative case study allows the researcher to interpret and 

conceptualize the challenges of providing interventions for students with borderline intellectual 

functioning within a small, rural school district through personal interaction (Brown et al., 2002).  

A case study contributes to an understanding of individuals’ lives, behavior, or functioning 

within an organization (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Set on a foundation of social research, theories 

grounded in the collected data are easily generalized to other school districts implementing 

intensive interventions for students with borderline intellectual functioning. In a practical sense, 

the research is needed to identify what training, support, and resources are required to develop an 

effective MTSS model for at-risk struggling students who do not meet eligibility criteria for 

special education services.  

 Using multiple sources of data enables qualitative researchers to examine the views and 

perspectives of individuals in real-world settings to understand a phenomenon or experience 

(Yin, 2015). A case study identifies themes, issues and specific situations that can be studies 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). In this study, selected participants took part in semi-structured 

interviews.  Semi-structured interviews, a standard data collection method, was utilized for its 

versatility and flexibility (Kallio et al., 2016). Interview questions were open-ended to allow 

opportunities for follow-up questions and more in-depth responses (Kallio, 2016). Classroom 
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observations were conducted in each participants’ classroom, or real-world setting (Yin, 2015). 

The collected data were analyzed to identify and report recurring themes and patterns 

(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). 

The thematic analysis of open-ended responses from transcribed interviews provides the 

ability to view the context of learning at a comprehensive level of understanding, while allowing 

flexibility (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). The themes revealed through the data analysis are used 

to explain the core problems associated with providing intensive interventions in the elementary 

general education setting for students with borderline intellectual functioning.  

Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to describe the experiences of elementary 

school teachers who provide Tier III interventions for students with borderline intellectual 

functioning. 

Central Research Question 

How do teachers describe their experiences providing Tier III interventions for students 

with borderline intellectual functioning? 

Sub-Question One 

How do teachers describe the knowledge/training they received before and during the 

implementation of Tier III evidence-based practices in the general education classroom? 

Sub-Question Two 

How do teachers describe the skills they use to implement evidence-based practices in the 

general education classroom? 

Sub-Question Three 

How do educators describe the resources provided by their school district to implement 
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evidence-based practices in the general education classroom? 

Setting and Participants 

The location of this study within Central, South Carolina a rural community with a 

current population of 6,949 individuals (Census Reporter, 2019). This study is both timely and 

imperative. Understanding the challenges and obstacles faced by teachers when providing 

instruction within a tiered, evidence-based system of interventions for students with borderline 

intellectual functioning will assist administrators and teachers with the future development of 

MTSS programming. The district, at this time, does not recognize MTSS eligibility for special 

education in the category of Specific Learning Disability. As a result, many students do not 

qualify for special education by the IQ-Discrepancy model. Many general education teachers 

express concerns over providing MTSS interventions in the general education setting for students 

with Borderline Intellectual Functioning. 

Setting 

The location for the qualitative case study was in a rural South Carolina (SC) school 

district due to their experience with the implementation of MTSS with a low level of hierarchy.  

MTSS teams are guided by the teachers and administrative team at each school, based on 

guidance provided by the Chief Academic Officer. The district is located approximately one hour 

away from a large city. The entire district is led by a superintendent. Two other district-level 

employees work directly under the superintendent but work with each school’s principal.  

Central maintains a Chief Operations and Student Services Officer and a Chief Academic 

Officer. Central school district enrolled 8,851 students in the 2021-2022 school year. There are 

seven elementary schools, two middle schools, and one high school. In addition, the district has 

one virtual academy. Out of all students enrolled in the district, 11.7% are eligible to receive 
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special education services. The district employs 659 teachers and maintains an elementary ratio 

of 23:1 in grades 3-5, and 21:1 in K-2. Overall, the district has a 91.4% graduation rate.  

According to SC Ready state assessments, 57.8% of students meet or exceed state expectations 

in the area of reading. Similarly, 59% of students in elementary and middle school students met 

or exceeded state expectations. Three elementary schools within the district receive Title I 

funding, which is used to provide reading recovery teachers, interventionists, instructional 

assistants, and instructional materials (Clover School District, 2022). 

Participants  

The district employs 659 teachers and maintains an elementary ratio of 23:1 in grades 3-

5, and 21:1 in K-2. Two hundred eighty-six of the district’s teachers have between 0 and 10 

years of experience. One hundred fifty-nine teachers have between 11-20 years of experience, 

and 141 have more than 20 years of experience. Clover boasts of low turn-over rates, historically 

below 10% since 2006. The purposeful sampling for this study targets 12-15 teachers who meet 

the criteria for participation (Clover School District, 2022). To be included as a participant in this 

study, teachers are employed by Clover School district and have taught for at least three years, 

having actively participated in the delivery of MTSS interventions. 

Researcher Positionality 

Though I have held many positions over my 25-year career, my heart belongs in special 

education. It is my desire to see my students with identified disabilities overcome the obstacles 

and challenges in their way to become successful in the home and work environment. As such, I 

chose a study with a problem relative to our current position in education. It is important to 

understand the best possible way to deliver instruction for students with an identified disability, 

but also for students who continuously struggle within the school environment. Though this is a 
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case study with a focus on social constructivism, I also look at this problem from a disability 

theory point of view, taking into account the changing definition of intellectual disability over 

the years in an effort to provide inclusiveness, while not over-identifying students for special 

education.    

All participants were over the age of 18 and signed an informed consent form (Appendix 

D) that provided them with information pertaining to the research being conducted as well as 

their decision to participate voluntarily in the research and their ability to withdraw from the 

research at any time (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Twelve participants will be involved in this 

qualitative case study (Forero et al., 2018). Teachers will be interviewed using open-ended 

questions in semi-structured interviews (Creswell & Poth, 2018). All information collected will 

be coded for themes and patterns observed throughout the data collection process (Yin, 2014). 

Interpretive Framework 

Success for every student has become the main focus of American public schools through 

the implementation of the MTSS that provide intensive interventions when needed and address 

learning difficulties at an early stage of development. Likewise, this case study examines a 

relevant phenomenon within its real-life context and part of the social constructivism. By 

interacting with teachers who provide MTSS interventions for students with BIF, I will be able to 

construct meaning from patterns that come about through the data collection process. Social 

constructivism relies on the participants’ views of the situation that is being researched (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018). The researcher has little control over the phenomenon and the context in which it 

is found (Yin, 2002). MTSS is based on a body of work encompassing frequent progress 

monitoring of student success with evidence-based strategies or curriculums. Evidence points to 

a subset of individuals in the American public school system, individuals with borderline 



72 
 

 
 

intellectual functioning, that are languishing between being eligible for special education 

services and being unable to compete with their peers of average intelligence (MacMillan et al., 

1996).   

Philosophical Assumptions 

 The philosophical assumptions of this qualitative case study included ontological 

assumptions including different perspectives that emerged as themes developed from data that 

was collected (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Epistemological assumptions were developed because 

participants were relied upon for their responses to research questions. Time spent with 

participants allowed for the development of an understanding of each participant and their 

experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Axiological assumptions discussed were based on the 

obstacles of the researcher during MTSS interventions provided for students with BIF are 

discussed as well.  

Ontological Assumption 

The ontological assumption that students with borderline intellectual functioning are not 

having their needs met in the current state of education has not been ignored. It has been 

addressed by federal legislation through the adoption of the Response to Intervention model, a 

portion of the MTSS. Response to Intervention increased the use of inclusive practices in the 

general education setting and reduced the over-identification of students with disabilities. No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) encouraged schools to use evidence-based instruction, essentially 

there must be scientific data showing the effectiveness of the strategies, methods, or curricula 

being used to meet the diverse needs of learners. Ontology focuses on “what kind of world we 

are investigating, with the nature of existence, with the structure of reality as such” (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1989). Viewing the realities that surround the world of educating students with 
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borderline intellectual functioning, is a more difficult task when compared with teaching students 

with average intelligence, which ranges from 85-115 (DSM-V). Educators need access to 

resources that are used to teach in a concrete manner, especially when abstract concepts are 

being introduced (Singh, 2004). Newly taught concepts have a higher rate of retainment when 

they connect to previously learned material. Without these connections, learning tends to be 

ineffectively stored in the brain and ultimately forgotten (Verguts & Boeck, 2002). Academic 

gains will be slower for students with BIF. The resources and manpower needed to address BIF 

affects the social construct of schools.   

Epistemological Assumption 

The epistemological assumptions that existed in the qualitative case study were 

assumptions that teachers encounter similar obstacles while delivering MTSS interventions for 

students with BIF. The greater question is how do the practices and experiences of educators 

interpret the current guidelines of meeting the academic needs of individuals with BIF. As 

students grow older, a consistent pattern emerges. A continuous cycle of strong effort ending 

with academic frustration or failure, eventually leading to a defeated student who no longer tries 

(Guay & Vallerand, 1996). Longitudinal studies have proven students with BIF experience an 

increased risk of mental disorders, including disrupting behavior disorders that affects the social 

construct of society. If the long-term effects on students with BIF are not addressed, the tax on 

society increases and creates a burden for government agencies and non-profit organizations, 

alike. For those who seek assistance, there is no alternative social security classification for 

individuals with composite IQs of 71-84 with associated functional limitations, and, therefore, do 

not meet Social Security Income eligibility criteria for mental retardation (National Research 

Council, 2002). Students with BIF account for a disproportionately high portion of the students 
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who drop out of school and face eventual underemployment or unemployment. Building an 

understanding of the best ways to implement a successful academic program for students with 

BIF can have rippling effects into society as the student ages into adulthood. As a special 

education teacher and general education teacher, it is interesting to watch the journey of my 

students, who fall within the confines of BIF, continue their struggle throughout their academic 

careers and in life beyond. It is important for the qualitative researcher to consider the 

experiences of individuals who are continuously challenged by BIF, as well as the experiences of 

those who seek to help them through early interventions.  

 Axiological Assumption 

 It is important for educators to realize the value individuals with disabilities contribute to 

society as a whole. Teachers are passionate about their craft and do not like to leave students 

flailing under academic pressure put in place by state and federal legislation. Since IQs between 

71 and 84 are not recognized as a true disability, the student’s success lies within the strategies 

and techniques used in the MTSS process by the local education agency. MTSS interventions 

become even more imperative in light of the pressure applied to teachers with regard to 

standards, testing, and accountability. Components of the NCLB legislation were intended to 

assist this sub-population of students with the establishment of early reading initiatives and rural 

education initiatives. Additional funding from NCLB added teacher education and training, 

intensive tutoring, and early childhood programs that could benefit the student with BIF. The 

reauthorization of the IDEA in 2004 allowed for an RTI/ MTSS method of identifying students 

with a specific learning disability, instead of relying solely on the IQ-discrepancy model of 

eligibility. With the RTI/MTSS method of eligibility, a student can be found eligible based on 

documentation that the student has not responded to appropriate interventions which have been 
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provided in the classroom, and therefore need direct, specialized instruction for academic success 

(United States Department of Education, 2021; United States Department of Education, 2011). 

 Although the RTI /MTSS method of eligibility develops an improved way of obtaining 

specialized services for students, it still has serious flaws that need to be considered (Choi et al., 

2019). There are no standardized guidelines as to how long an intervention should be provided, 

does not adequately define severely limited progress, and does not include a formal cognitive 

evaluation (National Center on Educational Outcomes, 2020). The lack of federal and state 

guidelines leaves room for unintentional, inappropriate influence by parents, teachers, and 

others. Teachers, in general education and special education alike, want to prepare each child for 

a successful, productive, and responsible future. Student success can only be achieved through 

continuous improvement to the MTSS process through collaboration (Weingarten, 2020). The 

purpose of this study is to ensure the instruction provided for students with BIF is meaningful, 

engaging, and helps students learn and thrive in a safe, nurturing environment. 

Researcher’s Role 

The researcher is the human instrument in data collection (Merriam, 2009). Due 

to the interpretive nature of qualitative research, the researcher minimized any bias by including 

all results in selecting data (Yin, 2018). Currently, I am a special education teacher in a resource 

classroom. I have taught for 25 years in various roles including, gifted/talented teacher, middle 

school science/language arts teacher, general education teacher, and literacy/math coach. In my 

current position, I have no leadership responsibilities over any of the participants, and I reported 

all results without biases. As there were multiple forms of data, it is my responsibility to report 

findings in a manner that others found useful (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I undertook this study 

with the hopes of gaining a better understanding of effective, evidence-based practices that can 
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be implemented for struggling students. Bias throughout the study will be avoided by creating a 

thorough research plan and working with dissertation team members to evaluate interview 

questions. Dissertation team members worked to develop and evaluate survey and interview 

questions using various perspectives to avoid bias that may result from one individual’s 

perspective. An educated reader's outside perspective can help observe the larger scope of the 

study, strengthen areas of improvement, and find patterns in the overall thought process 

(Simundic, 2013). In addition, a purposeful, selective sampling process will prevent bias by 

relying on specific criterion for the selection of participants. I do not personally know any of the 

participants, even though I am employed in the same school district. Detailed records will be 

maintained to reduce the possibility of bias in the analysis of this study.   

Procedures 

The procedures section provides an explanation of all necessary site permissions, 

information about securing Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (Appendix A), soliciting 

participants (Appendix C), the data collection and analysis plans by data source, and an 

explanation of how the study achieves triangulation. Procedures are explained to an extent to 

allow for replication of the study for other school districts who wish to examine teachers’ 

attitudes and experiences with delivering MTSS interventions with students with borderline 

intellectual functioning. 

Permissions 

  Permission for this study was obtained through the IRB at Liberty university (Appendix 

A). In addition, site permissions were received from Central school district (Appendix B). Each 

building principal was also approached for their willingness and permission to conduct the study 

based on their teacher’s interviews (Appendix C). In addition, teachers who met the study 



77 
 

 
 

criterion were recruited based on their willingness to participate.  

Recruitment Plan 

 Central School District currently employs 659 certified teachers. (Central School District, 

2022). After obtaining permission from the district to conduct research, I contacted principals to 

receive permission to contact and recruit their teachers, I sent an email inviting teachers to 

participate in the study. In selective, purposeful sampling, the researcher begins at the most 

knowledgeable source in an organization, leading to a rich supply of data (Coyne, 1997). In this 

study, teachers are responsible for referring students to MTSS and monitoring their progress.  

Although administrators, along with the MTSS team, conduct quarterly reviews of information, 

teachers are the most knowledgeable of students with BIF, their progress, and needs. They are 

also the most familiar with the challenges and obstacles that exist with providing interventions 

for students with BIF. Teachers who wish to participate must meet the following criterion: teach 

in the general education setting and provide interventions for students with a low IQ between 71 

and 84. The researcher will provide participants with an Informed Consent document to sign 

(Appendix D). The Informed Consent document (Appendix D) will provide participants with all 

the potential information regarding possible risks and other options they need to understand 

before volunteering for the study (Shah et al., 2021). Informed consent is an essential component 

of all research endeavors that involve human participants (Byrne, 2001). The demographic data 

collected in the study included school setting, area of certification, years of teaching experience, 

academic training, number of students currently in the MTSS process, and whether their 

respective school has a designated person whose sole responsibility is to facilitate the MTSS 

process at their school, or if their school has a contact person for MTSS who also has other 

duties. Additional demographic data will include the number of students the teacher has in 
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MTSS and their respective grade levels.  

Data Collection Plan 

Several different sets of data will inform the research study, including individual 

interviews, classroom observations, and document analysis. Qualitative researchers explore the 

views and perspectives of individuals in real-world setting using multiple sources of data to 

understand a phenomenon or experience (Yin, 2015). To generate valuable data, qualitative 

researchers explore the lived experiences of others (Simony, 2018). To examine participants’ 

attitudes and beliefs about delivering MTSS for students with BIF, a qualitative approach was 

implemented through semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, and document 

analysis. 

Individual Interviews Data Collection Approach  

Social interactions with participants during interviews allowed the research the 

opportunity to collect data from participants who had first-hand knowledge of the research topic 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). First, teachers who responded to the recruitment letter, were provided 

with a questionnaire to examine similarities in the participants’ experiences with providing 

MTSS interventions for student with BIF (Appendix E). All participants were presented with the 

questionnaires and provided with the opportunity to answer the questionnaires on a Likert scale 

with a, b, and c options. However, there were also open-ended questions within the questionnaire 

that allowed for participants to expand on their selection based on the choice they made. The 

questionnaire sessions took place in a neutral location within each building in a location with 

minimized distractions (Yin, 2014).  

Questionnaire for Teachers 

1. How well do you believe that you were prepared for providing MTSS interventions 
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for students with BIF? CRQ 

a. not at all b. somewhat  c. very 

2. How much experience with providing MTSS interventions do you have?  

a. none  b. little  c. well trained 

3. How many obstacles do you believe you encountered while delivering MTSS 

interventions for students with BIF? CRQ 

a. none  b. few  c. many 

Can you please name one obstacle that you encountered while delivering MTSS 

interventions for students with BIF. Please explain the steps that you took to work 

through the obstacle. 

4. Do you believe teachers work together to overcome the obstacles encountered while 

delivering MTSS interventions for students with BIF? SQ1 

a. yes  b. no 

Can you explain how teachers worked together to overcome any obstacles that they 

encountered while providing MTSS interventions for students with BIF? 

5. How many professional development hours were provided for the implementation of 

MTSS interventions? 

a. None  b. 1-5  c. 5+ 

6. How much did you change your daily instruction strategies to fit MTSS 

interventions? SQ2 

a. little  b. somewhat c. very 

Please provide one example of a daily instructional strategy that you changed to 

provide for the implementation of MTSS interventions for students with BIF. 
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7. How much confidence do you have in providing MTSS interventions for students 

with BIF? 

a. little  b. somewhat  c. very 

Individual interviews were conducted with selected participants. Interview questions 

were open-ended to enable the researcher to improvise follow-up questions based on the 

participants’ responses and allow time for in-depth answers (Appendix F). Semi-structured 

interviews naturally allow for versatility and flexibility (Kallio et al., 2016). The original 

interview questions created for this case study allowed for taking into consideration the school 

professionals, as well as the current state of MTSS implementation within the district. This 

approach encourages the personalization of the questions to align specifically with the MTSS 

approaches utilized by the school. Prior to participation, the researcher sent an email to all 

potential participants requesting participation in the study. All participants were asked to read a 

consent form (Appendix D), which informed potential participants of the purpose of the study, 

who is eligible to participate, where the study will take place, the time commitment of the study, 

what the study entails, any potential risks, how personal information would be protected, who to 

contact with questions, and how to stop participation in the study. In this study, interviews were 

conducted at the participants’ school, in their classroom based on pre-selected open-ended 

questions (Appendix F). This allowed for participants to be comfortable in their own space, 

making records and other resources readily available. All interviews will be digitally recorded 

along with notes taken by the researcher. Following the interview, an explanation of the research 

questions, with regard to the problem, purpose, theoretical framework, conceptual framework, 

and empirical literature was offered to participants.  
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Individual Interview Questions 

1. Please describe your educational background and career through your current position. 

CRQ 

2. What does MTSS mean to you? SQ1 

3. Who is responsible for MTSS in your school and how do you contribute to the process?  

SQ1  

4. What paperwork and/or documentation are required as a part of the MTSS referral and 

progress monitoring process in your school?  SQ1 

5. What professional development experiences have you had that prepared you to work with 

students with BIF? SQ1 

6. What reading and math interventions are implemented in your school?  SQ1 

7. What do you feel are the effective elements of the district’s MTSS program for students 

with BIF? SQ1 

8. Describe your challenges and successes when working with students with BIF in your 

classes. SQ2 

9. How do you collaborate with parents and fellow colleagues regarding the implementation 

of MTSS for students with borderline intellectual functioning? SQ3 

10. In what ways do you feel the MTSS process in your building has been successful and 

what improvements can be made with regards to students with BIF? SQ3 

Individual Interview Data Analysis Plan 

The chosen interview questions were developed to gain an understanding of the MTSS 

process as it pertains to each participant’s school setting. Questions were further developed to 

accentuate the MTSS process for students with identified borderline intellectual functioning, 
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based on district records. The district administers the Cognitive Abilities Test (CoGAT) to all 

second-grade students, which assists teachers in identifying students identified with BIF. The 

CoGAT nationally normed standardized assessment provides detailed information in the three 

areas of verbal, quantitative, and non-verbal reasoning. The test provides a multifacted view of a 

student’s ability. CoGAT scores guide efforts to adapt instructional goals, methods, and 

materials to meet the individual needs of students (Riverside Insights, 2022). Students who 

exhibit higher or lower than average achievement can also be identified for targeted MTSS 

interventions (Clover School District, 2022). Additionally, further evaluations may have been 

conducted if students were previously referred for formal evaluations to determine eligibility for 

special education services. After developing the interview questions, experts in the field of 

education (the dissertation committee) reviewed the questions for appropriateness and alignment 

to the research question. Questions were further refined to ensure clarity of questions. After IRB 

approval, the value of each question will be approximated by taking extra care to critically 

review the conduct of the first interview and seeking on-the-spot feedback from the first 

participant. Minor changes were made to interview questions that did not change the substance 

of an interview to ensure the credibility of the interview protocol was sufficient to include the 

first participant in the study. After all interviews were concluded, the researcher analyzed the 

interviews for recurring themes, common experiences, and common phrasing used by 

participants.  

Focus Groups 

 Focus groups were conducted to interact with multiple participants in one setting to 

provide an opportunity for participants to clarify and expand on responses provided during 

interviews and questionnaires. The intent of the focus group was to define the topic and gather 
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continued information as well as the opinions from group members (Flynn, 2018). Focus group 

questions allowed for teachers to provide opinions openly along with adding further comments 

about providing MTSS interventions for students with BIF. 

Focus Group Questions 

 
1. What were your expectations of providing MTSS interventions for students with BIF?  

 
CRQ 

 
2. How does collaborating with peers help alleviate obstacles encountered while providing  

 
MTSS interventions for students with BIF? SQ1 

 
3. What professional development classes will offer further guidance for providing MTSS  

 
interventions for students with BIF? SQ2 
 

4. What has been successful and what obstacles have you encountered while proving MTSS  
 
interventions for students with BIF? SQ3 

 
Focus Group Data Analysis Plan 
 
 Data from the focus group sessions was analyzed by first reading and interpreting 

participants’ responses to questions. Comparisons were documented over chronological time 

while reading through each answer several times to separate answers into developing themes 

(Yin, 2014). New themes that developed from the focus groups were classified, and 

interpretations were assessed by summarizing responses from each individual to ensure accuracy 

and understanding while asking for further comment or follow-up questions from participants in 

order to account for the complete findings of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Document Analysis Data Collection Approach  

Documents regarding the MTSS process at each school will be collected to further 

enhance the researcher’s understanding of the process each school uses to address the needs of 
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struggling students. The researcher will collect the Clover School District MTSS processes and 

procedures manual.  In addition, Tier III intervention logs and tier III problem solving guides 

will be collected from each participant. MTSS plans for each teacher interviewed will be 

obtained from the MTSS lead at each school. These plans include the full length of time a 

student has been in the MTSS process. The MTSS plan will also reflect the skill deficiencies of 

students and the resources planned for use in interventions, as well as the intensity and frequency 

of intervention sessions.  

Document Analysis and Data Analysis Plan 

Documents regarding the MTSS process at each school will provide insight to the current 

state of MTSS procedures at the school. The Clover School District guidance manual will also 

substantiate participants indications on what areas need improvement, especially for students 

who continue to struggle despite Tier III interventions over an extended period of time. I-Ready 

historical data, showing student progress and the MTSS plan for each student will be analyzed to 

see if a connection can be made between specific MTSS procedures and the academic growth of 

students. I-Ready is an online program for reading and mathematics. One part of the program is 

an adaptive universal screening diagnostic assessment. During the assessment, questions are 

adjusted to meet students’ needs. Each item is individualized based on a students’ answers to 

previous questions. For example, a series of correct answers resulting in slightly harder 

questions, while a series of incorrect answers result in easier questions. I-Ready is also a key 

component in the MTSS process as a scientifically based intervention. Lessons are based on a 

students’ individual skill and needs (Curriculum Associates, 2022). The time spent on I-Ready 

lesson is determined by a student’s tier level in MTSS. All students have access to I-Ready and it 

is used as an intervention for all students 15 minutes daily. If a student is on tier 2 in MTSS, the 
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time spent daily may increase to 20 minutes daily, while a student who is on tier 3 may be 

required to spend 30 minutes daily on targeted, individualized lessons as recommended by the 

district. Clover School District adopted the I-Ready online curriculum during the 2019-2020 

school year as a means to meet the needs of students participating in online and in-person 

instruction (Curriculum Associates, 2022; Clover School District, 2022). The data collected is 

nationally normed and is reported by alignment with South Carolina standard domains in reading 

and math (Curriculum Associates, 2022). This provides additional data to support teachers’ 

personal observations and experiences with the MTSS process.  

Data Synthesis  

Data from the focus group sessions was analyzed by hand by first reading and 

interpreting participants’ responses to questions. Comparisons were documented over 

chronological time while reading through each answer several times in order to separate answers 

into developing themes (Yin, 2014). Manual coding will be used to determine recurring themes 

within all of the collected data. The constant comparative method will be utilized to compare the 

data with existing codes to determine whether it should be included in an existing code or be 

separated into a new code.  In this study, manual coding will be utilized. During the initial data 

collection and coding phase, the researcher will work to identify codes or phrases that were 

common among the interview responses, known as primary-cycle coding phase (Tracy, 2013).  

Data will continually be revisited until saturation is achieved, or until no new themes emerge 

from the process. New themes that developed from the focus groups were classified, and 

interpretations were assessed by summarizing responses from each individual to ensure accuracy 

and understanding while asking for further comment or follow-up questions from participants in 

order to account for the complete findings of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The researcher 
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also compared and contrasted the responses and coded phrases based on the grade levels taught, 

as well as to the job category (classroom teacher, interventionist, etc.). Themes will continue to 

emerge and connect back to the original research question for this study. 

Data Synthesis 

 The data analysis of this qualitative case study research followed working the data from 

the ground up method of Yin (2014). Data were closely examined for themes that emerged from 

the questionnaires, interviews, and focus groups that were conducted throughout the data 

collection process. Interview transcripts were read several times to become immersed within the 

data before separating it into parts. Notes, memos, and field notes were explored for themes that 

emerged within the documentation. Themes were classified and interpretations assessed (Yin, 

2014). The interpretation of the themes was used to represent and make an account of the 

complete findings of the data.  All data collected were documented in charts by themes that 

emerged throughout the collection process. I created individual codes from the data collections 

and presented individual themes that emerged (Saldana, 2021).  

Trustworthiness 

To provide a high degree of trustworthiness, four essential criteria were observed 

throughout this study. They are credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability.  An 

in-depth description of the topic was included to ensure these characteristics were present.  

Trustworthiness was essential in all aspects of this study because it was the foundation of 

collecting, analyzing, and reporting all data collected during the research study and ensuring 

autonomy for all participants (Lincoln & Guba, 2006). The trustworthiness of the participants is 

seen in their behavior in that they were consistent and dependable (Morrow, 2005). These 
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qualities personified the participants’ reliability in the research and how others can be able to 

gain insight from them. 

Member checks, peer debriefings, and triangulation were conducted to ensure the 

trustworthiness of the research. Member checks provided feedback and validation of the research 

being conducted by sharing findings of the research from participants. Member checks allowed 

participants to confirm or deny the interpretation of the data collected from the researcher 

(Candela, 2019). Peer debriefings allowed the researcher to focus on the interpretation of the data 

collected while guarding against researcher bias. Conducting peer debriefings also allowed new 

ideas concerning th research to emerge, as well as provided an opportunity for reflection upon 

data collected through discussion (Lincoln & Guba, 2006). Triangulation provided an 

understanding of the case that existed and ensured the validity of the research through the 

convergence of information from different participants (Lemon & Hayes, 2020). 

Credibility 

Credibility was based on responses that gave sound reasoning to the obstacles that 

teachers encountered while delivering MTSS interventions for students with BIF. When 

determining the credibility of research data, it was imperative that I develop familiarity with 

participants, conduct random sampling, and triangulate methods of data collection (Shenton, 

2004). Furthermore, I encouraged participants to speak openly and honestly concerning the study 

and illicit interactive questioning to return to previous discussions that may have extracted 

further data by rephrasing questions (Shenton, 2004). The integrity of the researcher was crucial 

in that the researcher was the person who was the major instrument in the collection and analysis 

of data (Komic et al., 2015). Member checks and a detailed description of the case study was 

vital to providing credibility of situations during the data collection process (Shenton, 2004). I 
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also took the opportunity to have the research data scrutinized by colleagues and peers while 

accepting feedback that enhanced the research study. All documentation was collected and 

secured in a locked file cabinet. The chain of evidence shows how all data is collected, 

transferred, and analyzed during this qualitative research study in order to have confidence and 

reliability in my study as well as ensure that all of my findings are consistent and can be repeated 

(Yin, 2014).  

The goal of the research study was  to provide information and findings that other 

districts may find usable as they refine and further develop their MTSS programs, especially 

with regard to students with borderline intellectual functioning. Other districts will find the 

research study and data applicable to their own lives, work, and families, or in future research 

studies (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). In addition, multivocality will be achieved by including 

various school professionals in the interview and classroom observation process (Tracy, 2013).  

Their collective voice will be reflected throughout the study, including opinions or points of 

view that do not necessarily align with the hypothesis outlined within the study. The researcher’s 

experiences and points of view were carefully considered throughout the study. It is important to 

note that participants have diverse experiences with MTSS and delivering instruction for students 

with borderline intellectual functioning. Research findings were shared with participants at the 

end of the study. 

Transferability  

Although interview questions were written to reflect the MTSS process with regard to 

students with borderline intellectual functioning within this district, the results and study itself 

can be transferred to any district implementing the MTSS process with students with borderline 

intellectual functioning. Transferability refers to the ability for findings from the context of your 
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study to be applied to another context or within the same context at another time (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). The researcher can only create the conditions for transferability but cannot assure 

transferability: this judgment can only be made by the reader of the research. My understanding 

and interpretation of the study determined how the research can be imitated and transferred in 

similar projects using the same research methods yet carried out in a different environment 

(Shenton, 2004). In this dissertation, the background information, methods, results, and future 

study implications are clearly communicated for another researcher to replicate or utilize the 

results to build programming in another school district. Naturalistic generalizations can be 

formed from analyzing the data that is collected, and generalizations can be made for future 

studies of similar contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Dependability  

Dependability is showing that the findings are consistent and could be repeated (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985), which can be demonstrated through an effective description of the procedures 

undertaken for the study. Dependability is accomplished through an inquiry audit, which at 

Liberty University occurs with a thorough review of the process and the products of the research 

by the dissertation committee and the Qualitative Research Director. 

Confirmability  

Confirmability is a degree of neutrality or the extent to which the findings of a study are 

shaped by the respondents and not researcher bias, motivation, or interest (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Techniques for establishing confirmability include: (a) confirmability audits; (b) audit 

trails; (c) triangulation; and (d) reflexivity. This study will use triangulation of coded data to 

posit theories. Confirmability presented my objectivity along with re-emphasizing the role of 

triangulation to reduce any effect of researcher bias (Connelly, 2016). It was also important that I 
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discuss any and all preliminary themes that did not emerge from the research study. The data that 

were collected must be shaped by the participants rather than any bias that I may have had 

concerning the research study to establish confirmability. Confirmability was established by 

checking and rechecking all data as well as establishing triangulation methods to ensure the 

accuracy of all data collections. 

Ethical Considerations 

Prior to beginning this study, approval was received by the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) of Liberty University (Appendix A), as well as from the school district in which the study 

was conducted (Appendix B). All participants were made aware of the purpose of the study and a 

consent form was received by all participants prior to participation in individual interviews or 

classroom observations. The privacy of all participants was respected, and no personal 

identifying information was shared or documented. All responses were confidential. The name of 

the district was protected using a pseudonym. When individual responses were discussed in the 

findings, names were replaced with “Teacher” and a corresponding numeral. All collected data 

and interview responses were kept on a secure, password protected laptop. Upon completion of 

the study, all interview responses and data related to the content of the study were deleted.  

Special considerations were given to the location of the study in a small, close-knit community 

where negative results could impact the school, participants, or researcher. All necessary means 

were taken to respect the privacy and data of participants, including informed consent and the 

voluntary nature of the study. This study was thoroughly reviewed by the dissertation committee 

at Liberty University and the Qualitative Research methodologist.  
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Summary 

To analyze effective methodology when delivering MTSS instruction to students with 

borderline intellectual functioning, a case study was chosen. The study was analyzed through 

social constructivism and disability theory. Participants were certified teachers from a rural 

school district in South Carolina. Data was collected through in-person interviews, observations, 

and archival documents. Data were put through a process of open coding to identify themes that 

answer the overall question regarding teachers’ experiences and perceptions of delivering MTSS 

interventions for students with borderline intellectual functioning in the general education 

setting. Member checks provided for trustworthiness and dependability. Ethical considerations 

were given to the small, close-knit community where the research was conducted.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Overview 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand the obstacles that teachers in 

rural school districts encountered while delivering MTSS interventions for students with BIF. 

The theory guiding this study was the social constructivist theory of Bandura, where teachers 

judge their own ability to bring about desired outcomes of student engagement and motivation, 

even when students have deficiencies associated with BIF, such as poor working memory or 

processing speed. This chapter includes a description of the participants, the data are presented in 

narrative themes and charts as well as research question responses before providing a summary 

of the chapter. 

Participants 

Participants for this qualitative case research study were purposefully chosen through the 

use of a completed questionnaire, ensuring participants met the criteria. The total number of 

participants in this study was 12 public school teachers from six schools, including four  

elementary, one middle school, and one high schools within Central, South Carolina. Based on 

information collected from a screening questionnaire all participants had at least three years of 

teaching experience. In addition, every participant was a licensed working full-time teacher who 

provided interventions for students with BIF.  

Table 1 displays demographic information for each participant. Pseudonyms were used 

for the school district name as well as each participant in the study. Pseudonyms were used to 

protect the confidentiality of the participants, as well as the location where they worked. 

According to the data, participants taught anywhere from three to 30 years. The data revealed 

that all participants had earned at least a bachelor’s degree, with eight having earned a master’s 
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degree. Five participants taught all content areas, six taught English Language Arts, and one 

taught math and science.  

Table 1 
Teacher Participants 

Teacher 
Participant 

Years 
Taught Highest Degree Earned Content Area 

Grade 
Level 

Lana 15 M.Ed. Reading 3rd-5th  

Karen 20 M.Ed. Reading K-2nd  

Beth  16 B.A. Reading       3rd-5th   

Ann 16 M.Ed. Reading        K-5th  

Rachel  4 B.A. Reading/Math      2nd-3rd 

Tammy        17 M.Ed. Math       3rd-5th  

Sandra        20                 B.A.           Reading          5th  

Avery        23 M.Ed. Reading/Math         PreK 

Diane     30 M.Ed. Reading/Math           2nd 

Amber      25 M.Ed. Reading/Math            K 

 
Patience                   30                           M.Ed.                          Reading/Math                     1st 
 

May                          6                             B.A.                      English/Language Arts.           6th-7th 
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Lana  

 Lana is a teacher with 15 years of experience at the elementary level.  She has spent 

most of her career teaching 2nd and 3rd grades. Lana sees MTSS as a process of collaborating in 

order to “reach the whole child with the intent of empowering them by focusing on their 

strengths”. Lana teaches at a Title I school and states that there is little support for students from 

home. She has been particularly interested in helping students with BIF. She has conducted her 

own research into Jan Richardson’s curriculum, Footprints. Lana states that “building students’ 

confidence is the key to building successful students”.  

 
Karen  
 
 Karen has 20 years of experience at the elementary level. She previously taught in a large 

urban district, where she received many hours of training for implementing interventions. Since 

moving to a small, rural district, she has not received much training beyond the occasional 

development provided by administration. For Karen the biggest obstacle of providing 

interventions for students with BIF is the students’ deficiencies in working memory. She believes 

that “communication is key”. She often shares the strategies she finds effective through trial and 

error, with other classroom teachers. She states that she makes many changes to her daily 

instruction to best meet the needs of students with BIF. However, she still states that she is only 

somewhat comfortable providing interventions for students with BIF. 

 
Beth 
 
 Beth is a first-grade teacher who is well-trained to provide interventions for students with 

BIF. She has taught for 16 years. She often reaches out to special educators in the district when 

the strategies she implements fail to produce the desired results. She states, “teachers frequently 
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collaborate together and are willing to try suggestions given by others”. She individualizes 

instruction during interventions, especially for students with BIF, often creating individualized 

word lists and unique strategies.  

 
Ann 
 
 Ann works with third grade students and has 24 years of experience. She has her master’s 

in reading instruction and curriculum. She is also highly trained in Reading Recovery, a 

specialized curriculum of reading intervention. She does not feel that there is effective 

collaboration between teachers regarding interventions for students with BIF. She also “believes 

there is a disconnect from the interventions occurring outside of the classroom and what is 

happening inside the classroom”. She uses kinesthetic tools to teach during word work, but when 

it is time to apply the strategies to texts or passages, the students are unable to make connections 

or generalize their acquired learning.  

 
Rachel 
  
 Rachel is a current second grade teacher who is currently pursuing her master’s degree in  
 
curriculum and instruction. She has taught for four years in the general education setting. She has 

served many students with BIF who receive Tier II and Tier III interventions. She notes that 

many students “seem to understand the content when in small group instruction but are then 

unable to apply their gained knowledge when working independently in the whole class 

environment”. She works at a school where students receive quality support from parents or 

grandparents. She also states that “though progress is slow for students with BIF in Tier II 

interventions, when taken to the school MTSS team they do not see the value of moving students 
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to Tier III for more intense, frequent interventions”. She describes the MTSS process as 

“frustrating” and “disheartening”.  

 
Tammy 
 
 Tammy is in her 18th year of teaching. She teaches math and science at the 4th grade level. 

She uses manipulatives when providing interventions for students with BIF. She has even 

conducted her own research for strategies to assist students in retaining and recalling 

information, especially algorithms. Though she reviews previously taught information weekly, 

she states “students continue to make the same errors and are unable to make connections. She 

feels essentially “alone providing interventions and reinforcing what is taught in the classroom”. 

 
Sandra 
 
 Sandra is a fifth-grade teacher of English/language arts. She has just finished her 20th 

year of teaching in the rural public-school setting. She notes “there were not enough resources 

available to meet the needs of students with BIF”. She also states that she was not “well-trained 

to provide interventions for students with BIF”. She worked through the challenges by 

collaborating with teachers who teach at the primary education level. Through collaboration, 

“she found resources and learned strategies” she did not know existed. She also modified her 

guided reading groups, based on the individuals needs of students with BIF.  

 
Avery 
 
 Avery is pre-k teacher in the public-school setting, who encounters many students with 

BIF that also have co-existing disabilities, such as epilepsy. Though her classroom size is small 

in comparison to upper grades, she “finds it difficult to find time to meet the students’ individual 

needs”. She believed the MTSS process assisted her throughout the process of providing 
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interventions for students with BIF. As a team, “they went over the data and worked together to 

make a plan that suited the needs of each child”.  

Diane 
 
 Diane is a 30-year veteran teacher of the rural public school system. However, she states 

she “has little experience with providing interventions for students with BIF”. She also notes she 

has received fewer than five hours of training to provide interventions. One obstacle she faces is 

“scheduling time for interventions” due to the busy schedule and the scope and sequence of the 

second-grade curriculum provided by the state. She also tries to meet with students with BIF on 

an individual basis because their needs are unique to the classroom population. She also believes 

that teachers share resources, as needed. It is not a scheduled time within the planning time for 

her team.  

Amber 
 
 Amber teaches kindergarten and has previously taught at various grade levels for 25 

years. She feels she is well-trained to provide interventions, because she previously served as a 

schoolwide interventionist for literacy. She feels comfortable providing interventions but does 

struggle with students’ inability to retain information over long weekends or breaks from school. 

She researched and consulted with the schools’ current interventionists to find ways to help with 

retaining information. She also “worked with parents and provided materials for home to assist 

with working memory skills”. For students with BIF, she makes time daily to work with the 

students one-on-one. She also breaks tasks down into smaller chunks and clarifies directions for 

students with BIF.  
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Patience 
  
 Patience has been teaching 30 years within the rural school district of Central, SC at the 

elementary level. She obtained her National Board Certification more that 20 years ago in 

Early/Middle Childhood Literacy. She is a very soft-spoken individual and has little experience 

with providing interventions for students with BIF. In past years, she worked tirelessly with the 

intervention process to ensure her students with BIF received the help and assistance they 

needed. She also collaborates with colleagues in the primary grades and preschool program 

housed within the district. 

May 
 
 May is a middle school English/Language Arts teacher and serves students in 6th and 7th 

grades. She has faced many obstacles in providing interventions for students with BIF. She noted 

in her interview that the MTSS process is often too lengthy and takes an entire school year to get 

help for students with BIF. The process was even slower following COVID-19 long-term school 

closures. The school based MTSS team wanted to ensure students’ deficiencies were not due to 

the lack of instruction. According to May, providing interventions for students with BIF in the 

last two years has required a” tremendous amount of patience and persistence”. She has taught 

for six years and relies on her colleagues, especially special education teachers to provide an 

understanding of students with BIF.  

Results  

Data were collected from individual interviews, a focus group session, and document 

analysis to identify the lived experiences of public-school teachers who deliver intervention for 

students with BIF. The results of this qualitative case study include the challenges that rural 

public-school teachers faced while delivering Tier III interventions for students with BIF. The 
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participants completed a questionnaire, took part in interviews, and participated in focus group 

discussions. The first set of data collected was in the form of a questionnaire arranged in a series 

of seven questions on a Likert Scale, with three choices, to gain a general response to how 

participants rated themselves on the implementation of Tier III interventions for students with 

BIF. There were open-ended questions within the questionnaire for participants to expand upon 

some of the questions within the questionnaire. Individual interviews were conducted online and 

over the telephone and recorded using a hand-held device. The researcher manually transcribed 

recordings from the hand-held device. After obtaining the questionnaires, interviews, and 

documents, the data was organized and analyzed manually (Saldana, 2021). These questions 

were analyzed by categorizing individual responses and looking for patterns that were repetitive, 

regular, or consistent and appeared more than twice. These codes were developed into themes 

included with the list of themes from the data collected, to include interviews and focus group 

sessions. There were three themes that emerged through triangulation data sources, and these 

themes and sub-themes are listed in Table 2 below. 

Likert Scale Analysis 

 Analysis of the data from the open-ended questions on the questionnaire and individual 

interviews revealed that participants held the belief that the major obstacle they agreed upon as 

the most significant was the lack of resources to provide interventions for students with BIF. One 

participant, who was also a previous member of the MTSS team, felt that “experience is the key 

to understanding how to provide interventions for students with BIF”.  

 Participants were also asked how often they needed to change their daily schedule to 

provide for the needs of students with BIF. Overwhelmingly, the teachers stated they made many 

or some changes daily. One teacher stated she “made time daily to meet with the student one-on-
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one”. Another teacher planned individual times throughout the day, providing regular check-ins 

to monitor how the student was performing on various classroom tasks. Another teacher breaks 

large projects and assignments into smaller pieces to prevent overwhelming the student with the 

amount of work to be completed. Table 2 lists the in vivo codes used to identify themes and sub-

themes during the data analysis phase. The themes and sub-themes are also listed, representing 

the participants’ experiences in providing interventions for students with BIF. 

Table 2 

Primary Themes and Sub-Themes 

Themes 

Limited Resources 

 

 

Complex Needs and Variability  

 

 

Lack of Professional Development 

 

Sub-Themes 

 

Reliance on Other Educators 

 

Communication Among Stakeholders 

 
Teachers Pay Teachers, I-Ready, Personal 
money, no funding, not scientific or 
evidence-based, no curriculum; cueing vs. 
phonics-based, inadequate, inappropriate 
 
 
Working memory, forgets easily, isolated 
from peers, hard to feel successful, 
kinesthetic/tactile, manipulatives, repetitive 
instruction; stays too long on Tier III 
 
 
 
Collaboration, peer observation dictated 
by administration, no time to meet with 
specialists, no formal training 
 
 
 
 
Still learning, resources from lower grades, 
support and encouragement 
 
 
 
Parental involvement, teachers email/phone 
call, no suggestions during MTSS meetings 
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Limited Resources 

Teachers who participated in the research study shared in their responses that the district 

does not provide curricula that meets the qualifications of evidence-based practices. They also 

added many of the resources referred to by the MTSS team were inadequate or inappropriate. 

They resorted to obtaining materials “from colleagues in lower grades, Teachers Pay Teachers, 

or other websites. The district provides an app-based intervention, I-Ready that all students use 

daily. In addition, the district does provide an electronic progress monitoring data management 

tool, AimsWeb, but the actual resources provided stops there. Teachers also noted that leveled 

libraries provided by the school, “rarely contained books that met the needs of students with 

BIF”. Most of the schools provided a block of time for intervention, but it was based on the 

needs of the grade level and did not allow time to meet the individual needs of students. Sandra 

stated, “One of the obstacles that I encountered with administering interventions with students at 

this level was that there were not enough resources available that met the needs of the student. I 

also was not very well trained in teaching at that level. To work through all of this, I did consult 

with colleagues in lower grade levels for resources and strategies to help meet the academic 

needs of the students”. Participants noted they all had access to leveled readers, but there were no 

materials available that taught basic reading or math in an explicit, direct manner, such as 

decodable books.  

The district’s MTSS processes and procedures manual does not mention specific 

resources for teachers. Instead, the manual explains MTSS, why the MTSS process is important, 

and how to identify students who need interventions, and how to monitor progress. For teachers, 

locating the correct scientifically researched resources is their greatest difficulty. Many programs 

cost thousands of dollars, clearly out of reach for an individual teacher. All of the participants 
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asked for materials to be purchased through the school. For example, one leveled literacy kit is 

listed at $3,000. The schools refused to purchase expensive materials that would benefit a small 

population of the school. Diane noted she “did not have a shortage of materials when working 

for larger districts or Title I schools, which seemed to have too many resources to choose from”. 

All of the participants stated they turned to inexpensive materials, such as Teachers Pay Teachers 

for instructional materials. The participants viewed this part of MTSS as out of their locus of 

control. Locus of control refers to an individual’s belief in their capability to produce desired 

effects by their own actions (Bandura, 1997). Individuals who are unable to control external 

forces often view themselves as victims of the circumstances and environments they encounter.  

They also view themselves as having a passive role in the ultimate outcomes of their situation 

(Ng et al, 2006). Working with students with BIF often leads to inconsistent results, because 

working memory is a factor in BIF. Tammy stated that she has conducted personal research to 

“find ways to help students retain and recall information, but I feel even trying to help them 

make connections does not help”. If an individual feels they have little or no control in a 

situation, they will associate the outcome with adversity and develop poor self-evaluations 

(White-McNulty, 2012; Galvin, 2018). Though none of the participants expressed burn-out, 9 out 

of 12 participants stated they had little or were somewhat confidence in providing MTSS 

interventions for students with BIF. On the other hand, May and Rachel, being the least 

experienced teachers in the study, admitted to “using whatever they could get their hands on”. 

Complex Needs and Variability  

 Students with BIF often have needs that cross all areas of academic and may also include 

deficiencies in social and emotional skills. They require a highly structured environment with 

clear routines and expectations. This can make the learning environment a place take to take 
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risks in learning. Visual supports such as schedules, charts, and visual clues reduce student 

anxiety and assists in understanding and following directions. Fifty-eight percent of respondents 

felt they faced many obstacles when providing interventions for students with BIF. Half of the 

respondents detailed the difficulty of working with students who exhibit working memory 

deficits. Tammy stated, “I find working memory to be the hardest part of working with students 

with BIF. Some days it is as if you are starting from day one”. Karen added, “When we have 

breaks in the school year, I see major regression with these students”. Eighty-three percent of 

respondents noted a system of trial and error, using manipulatives and repetitive activities to 

discover what works. During the focus group session, all of the teachers perceived their inability 

to reach students with BIF personally and felt it reflected on their overall success as a teacher. It 

is evident when working with students with BIF, teachers exhibit low levels of self-efficacy. 

Teacher self-efficacy is a teacher’s belief in their ability to handle tasks, obligations, and 

overcome challenges to positively improve student achievement, motivation and well-being 

(Barni et al, 2019). For the participants, their lived experiences of providing interventions for 

students with BIF, has not been successful. 

 Self-efficacy is derived from mastery experiences, physiological feedback, vicarious 

experiences, and verbal/social persuasion. The majority of their experiences in providing MTSS 

for students with BIF has not been successful and they have the perception of failure from all 

stakeholders (parents, students, colleagues, and administration). May stated that she feels 

“somewhat embarrassed when she shares progress monitoring results with parents or 

administration and the student has shown little to no progress. I know I have completed all the 

steps that I have been taught, but it seems useless when the student has not made adequate 

progress”. The association of emotions and physiological feedback with success or failure, 
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solidifies an individual’s sense of self-efficacy (Petricone-Westwood et al., 2020). During the 

focus session, the participants agreed with May. Logan stated, “I rarely see other teachers have 

great success with students with BIF. It is a rare occurrence”. Since positive vicarious 

experiences are rarely observed, the belief the observer will be successful diminishes. The 

participants noted though they felt embarrassment with their level of success with interventions 

for students with BIF, they were continuously encouraged by administration to continue to 

provide interventions to the best of their ability. Patience shared that she asked for specific 

resources or methods she needed to try, but always received a vague answer from school 

administration. “It’s like they don’t know what to do either. It is difficult to trust those who are 

supposed to be skilled in providing interventions for students”. Without reliable role models, 

teachers find it difficult to establish their own positive self-efficacy (Nob, 2021). 

Lack of Training and Professional Development 

 Participants were asked, “How well do you believe that you were prepared for providing 

MTSS interventions for students with BIF?”. Seven of the 12 participants stated they were 

somewhat prepared, while two participants stated they were completely not prepared for this part 

of instruction. Three teachers responded they were very prepared. However, those three 

individuals had previously served in positions as interventionists and received much more 

training than the other participants. Half of the participants had received five or more hours of 

professional development in providing interventions. One participant had received absolutely no 

training. Approximately 41% of respondents have received between 1 and 5 hours of training in 

professional development. All of the participants began the MTSS process through trial and 

error. Randi stated, “you learn to be aggressive and insistent for a student to be moved from Tier 

II to Tier III. Even when you are sure there is an underlying issue, such as a disability, you have 
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to insist the team moves forward with more intensive, frequent interventions”. Ann, one of the 

teachers who previously served as an interventionist, stated “I take younger colleagues under my 

wing. They do not have direction and are often confused by the questions provided on forms by 

administration”. Tammy reiterated this statement and added, “I also offer time for younger 

colleagues to observe my small groups to see the materials and methods I use when providing 

interventions for students with BIF”. The quality of education provided for students with BIF is 

determined by quality professional development. Sixty percent of the participants in this studied 

expressed a need for more professional development in the area of special needs, as compared to 

the national average of 25% (Cooc, 2019). Because Central School District is small and the 

district special services office employs six staff members, it is difficult to provide training for 

special education teachers. Teacher-led professional development may be a consideration. 

Teachers’ shared experiences through peer-coaching, observation, reflection, and problem-

solving processes can lead to great teacher self-efficacy and student success (Balta, 2019). 

Reliance on Other Educators 

One sub-theme that emerged from the data was the collaboration between educators to 

locate resources and methods that work for students with BIF. Teacher self-efficacy and 

collaboration are closely intertwined. Sandra enthusiastically responded, “Teachers are great 

collaborators!”. During the focus group session, participants agreed they “brainstormed” with 

their colleagues the best ways to present instruction for students with BIF. Kristen agreed, “Any 

strategy I use with a student that I find seems to be useful I make sure to share with the 

classroom teacher and vice versa. Communication is key.” However, May felt “she was alone in 

providing interventions and ensuring it coordinated with what was taught in the classroom”. She 

further added, “when students are pulled out for interventions, it seems to cause a major 
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disconnect between what is being taught in the classroom and what is being taught in small 

group interventions. Little conversation occurs between the interventionists and the classroom 

teacher. Time is not built into the school week for collaboration. If we do get a chance to talk, it 

is in passing in the hallway”.  

Higher teacher self-efficacy is positively correlated between data-drive decision making 

and collaboration with colleagues (Dunn et al, 2013). Through the collaborative process, teachers 

can share their experiences, expertise, and observe effective strategies. During the focus session, 

the teachers agreed they needed more time to collaborate with colleagues without an 

administrative agenda. All participants agreed the district focuses on a specific topic each year. 

Last year the focus was an innovator’s mindset, but it dictated every staff meeting and 

professional development. Rachel said, "the focus on a specific topic left little time for the free 

flow of ideas between teachers who need help with particular parts of instruction, such as 

interventions”. May added, “When peer observations are required by administration, we are 

given a checklist of what to look for. We are also placed under small time restraints, such as 15 

minutes. There is no time to ask questions or gather ideas”. Sandra stated, “I think we are all still 

learning.  It has been hard to feel successful as reading teacher. I feel like a beginner when 

working with students with BIF, though I have 20 years of experience”. 

Communication Among Stakeholders 

 In addition to the disconnect, teachers also noted the lack of communication among all 

stakeholders. The MTSS team is led by the assistant principal. Other members include the 

classroom teacher, school psychologist, interventionists, speech-language pathologist (if needed), 

and school counselor (if needed). Each member takes a role for the team including note-taker, 

timekeeper, and facilitator. Teachers reported that their Tier III students with BIF would often 
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only be discussed 5-10 minutes. In addition, 83% reported there were “no suggestions of 

materials to be used for interventions from the district or school MTSS coordinator”. They also 

reported there was no follow-up from team members regarding resources. One key to high 

teacher self-efficacy and teacher retention is administrative support (Cwiklinski, 2020). Ten of 

the twelve participants stated they sought out more experienced teachers or the special education 

team for input. 

 Avery stated, “parents were not fully informed about what the MTSS process involved 

and were never invited to MTSS meetings”. During the focus group session, all the participants 

agreed better communication with parents would “facilitate better discussion and keep the 

parents involved and aware of their child’s struggles with academics or behavior”. According to 

district guidelines, a form letter is sent home when a student begins the MTSS process, but 

unless the teacher directly communicates with the parent, the process remains a “mystery” to the 

parents. All of the focus session participants agreed they took extra steps to ensure parents were 

informed and involved in the MTSS process.  All schools send a progress report every 4.5 

weeks. Teachers maintained communication with parents by email and phone calls.  They often 

send extra materials or printouts for students and parents to work on together. Half of the 

participants stated that parents were very involved in the MTSS process. Three of the 

participants stated their school held information sessions and workshops for parents of students 

in the MTSS process. A families’ engagement in their children’s education is crucial to success 

in the school environment (Weingarten et al., 2020). During the focus group sessions, Randi 
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stated, “by keeping in touch with parents, if students are moved to Tier III, parents are more 

likely to understand the need if a special education evaluation is requested”.  

Research Question Responses  

This qualitative case research study was guided by one central research question and 

three sub-questions. The research question sought to answer what challenges or obstacles 

teachers encountered when delivering MTSS interventions to students with BIF in a rural school 

district. The themes identified through data collection include limited resources, lack of training 

and development, as well as the complex needs and variability of students with BIF. Sub-themes 

include reliance on other educators for guidance and lack of communication among all 

stakeholders.  

Research Question Responses 

 This study sought to understand the experiences of teachers who provide interventions for 

students with BIF. The central question guiding this study was: “What are the experiences of 

rural South Carolina public school teachers tasked with providing Tier III interventions for 

students with BIF?” Three sub-questions looked more deeply into the phenomenon.  Three major 

themes emerged: (1) limited resources, (2) complex needs and variability, and (3) the lack of 

professional development. These themes were the motivation for answering the research 

questions. Described below are the finding for each research question. 

Central Research Question 

What are the experiences of rural South Carolina public school teachers tasked with 

providing Tier III interventions for students with BIF?  

Participants agreed that their experiences teaching students with BIF was very 

challenging, as Ann stated, “Teaching students with BIF can be frustrating, one day they respond 
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well to instruction and can answer questions or read words without difficult. The next day, it 

feels as if you are starting over from square one”. Tammy describes one challenging aspect of 

teaching students with BIF: “My school district is rural and many of the parents are very hard 

workers. Students often lack experiences to make connections to their learning”. 

Despite the challenges, most participants viewed their experiences teaching students with 

BIF as an important learning process in their profession. Beth explained, “Sometimes, it takes a 

major amount of effort and also challenges me to make learning creative because many of the 

students need hands-on manipulatives, such as playdough or sand”. Diane added to this idea, 

“Many of the hands-on activities I create are easy for parents to incorporate into daily home 

life”. Lane added, “The long-term closure of schools and teaching by WebEx allowed parents to 

see what methods help their student learn best”.  

Sub-Question One 

How do educators describe the knowledge/training necessary to implement evidence-

based practices in the general education classroom for students with BIF?   

Teachers were mostly influenced by the knowledge they’ve gained through experience 

throughout their teaching career.  In reading, all participants recognized the importance of 

providing students with foundational skills, including phonemic awareness, and blending words. 

By building on reading skills, Tammy noted, “Those skills carryover to math class as well. I 

often find myself helping students read word problems. In a sense, I feel like a reading teacher 

when working with students with BIF”.  

Regarding knowledge of BIF, Patience noted, “I realize working memory is a major 

factor in BIF, which is why I repeat skill instruction so much and often need to work with the 

student one-on-one”. One factor that affected Sandra was watching the students’ self-esteem. 
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“The older students seemed to know failure was inevitable and my goal was to not let them give 

up”. Amber reiterated, “Since I teach kindergarten, I often check on my former students with BIF 

and encourage them to keep working”. Beth noted, “I don’t think this is a skill that a teacher can 

be taught. It is just teacher’s intuition”. Sandra stated, “Though training from the district has 

been very sparse, I feel like I can turn to my colleagues for support and encouragement. Even if 

it is on my own personal time”.  

Sub-Question Two 

How do educators describe the skills necessary for teachers to implement evidence-based 

practices in the general education classroom for students with BIF?   

Most participants identified a positive outlook as a crucial factor when working with 

students with BIF. “You can’t let them know how frustrated you are in the process”, Avery 

explained. “Though I feel like a failure, I am not going to let my student pick up on the 

negativity. I am going to keep trying, just like I expect them to keep trying”. In addition, Karen 

added, “You need to be willing to change your ideas of what works. If you get stuck on what has 

always worked, you may never find what works for students with BIF”.  

Most participants also agreed they needed to voice their opinions to administration. 

“Though it may fall on deaf ears, we need to let them know that instruction needs to be 

differentiated for students with BIF”, Amber stated. Beth added, “These are the students 

administration would rather sweep under the rug. We have to be their advocates in education”. 

Sub-Question Three 

How do educators describe the resources necessary for teachers to implement evidence-

based practices in the general education classroom for students with BIF?   
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All participants agreed they did not have the resources necessary to implement evidence-

based practices in the general education classroom for students with BIF. The two educators who 

previously served as school-based interventionists agreed. “As an interventionist, I was trained in 

Reading Recovery, but it has not shown great success for our students with BIF”, explained Ann. 

As a former math interventionist, Tammy agreed, “I was required to go to monthly district 

meetings where we discussed different resources and methods, but I was not given an evidence-

based curriculum to work with”.  

Most of the participants relied on colleagues who seemed confident in delivering 

interventions for students with BIF to help with resource location. “Teachers Pay Teachers 

became a go-to resource for me. Even though I had to pay out of my personal funds, I couldn’t 

allow these students to go without instruction in the areas they needed the most” Beth stated. 

Sandra agreed, “There was not a curriculum provided that scaffolded. It was entirely based on 

my previous experiences and knowledge of what comes next”. Patience added, “My school 

focuses heavily on gifted/talented students. They have a plethora of resources to extend their 

interests and studies, but we do not have access to resources that reach low-performing students. 

We have learned to adapt through iPad apps and settings, such as read aloud, to make grade-level 

curriculum accessible for students with BIF”.  

Summary 

 This chapter provides the findings of the obstacles that public school general education 

teachers encountered while delivering Tier III interventions for students with BIF. The theory 

that guided this study was the social constructivist theory of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977). The 

four sources of self-efficacy, including actual performance, vicarious experiences, persuasion 

from others and physiological and affect states of mind, provide greater understanding of the 
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themes which emerged. The themes that emerged from the analysis of the data included three 

main themes: limited resources, complex needs and variability, and lack of training and 

professional development. Participants provided  information to support the themes by 

participating in a questionnaire, an interview session, and a focus group session. MTSS 

documents from the district were also examined to back up participants’ statements. Participants 

experienced similar challenges in providing quality interventions for students with BIF, 

including limited resources, complex needs and variability of students with BIF, and the lack of 

professional development. Participants also noted their reliance on colleagues and lack of 

communication among stakeholders as barriers to providing interventions for students with BIF. 

This chapter provided details on how participants prepare for Tier III interventions and how they 

overcame any obstacles they encountered. Participants shared many experiences, and the 

consensus was they felt ill-prepared to work with students with BIF. They also expressed a desire 

for better training and professional development, as well as cache of resources, and a process 

with better communication. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

Overview 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand the attitudes and perceptions 

of teachers in rural South Carolina tasked with delivering Tier III interventions to students with 

BIF. The theory guiding this study was the social constructivist theory of self-efficacy. Chapter 

five consists of the interpretation of the findings, the implications for policy and practice, 

theoretical and empirical implications, limitations and delimitations, and recommendations for 

future research concerning the study. The chapter concludes with an overall summary.  

Discussion  

In this study, 12 public school teachers from seven schools within Central, South 

Carolina, explained their experiences while delivering Tier III interventions for students with 

BIF.  Through triangulation, the participants’ shared experiences were categorized into the 

following themes: lack of resources, complexity and variability of needs, and lack of training and 

professional development. Sub-themes include reliance on other educators and communication 

among all stakeholders. This section will present the findings and provide support for the themes, 

along with evidence from those who participated in the study. The discussion also includes an 

interpretation of the findings, the implication for policy and procedures, theoretical and empirical 

implications, limitations and delimitations, and recommendations for future research.  

Interpretation of Findings 

 The participants in this study shared obstacles they encountered while delivering MTSS 

Tier III interventions for students with BIF. This section provides a summary of the thematic 

findings from the research study. A recruitment letter was emailed to teachers who work in 

Central School District for participation in the study after IRB permission was granted, as well as 
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school district permission for the study to take place within their district. There were 12  

participants in this study, and they were recruited by sending out a selection letter via email. 

These participants returned the selection letter to the researcher agreeing to participate in the 

research study. The data were collected and analyzed using the coding methods of triangulation. 

These codes were then used to develop themes that emerged from the analysis of the data.  

Summary of Thematic Findings 

 The purpose of this study was to identify the experiences of general education teachers 

providing Tier III interventions for students with BIF within a rural school district in South 

Carolina. There were 12 participants in this study who participated in a questionnaire, an 

interview, and a focus group study. A total of three themes emerged: lack of resources, 

complexity and variability of needs, and lack of training. Two sub-themes emerged: reliance on 

other educators and communication among all stakeholders. 

Teachers Need Appropriate Resources 

The theme of limited resources emerged and was obtrusive across participants’ responses. 

Collectively, participants noted they were not given instructional materials that would help 

deliver instruction for students with BIF. Sandra reported “I have found that going to other 

teachers for help has really helped me to grow as a teacher. I have found resources that I didn't 

know existed, and learned strategies that were new to me, but also could be adapted to meet the 

needs of other learners in the classroom”. This sentiment was echoed throughout the interactions 

with participants in the focus group. As Karen explained, “I worked with my reading and math 

interventionists to find out how my student was performing with them and to get new ideas of 

strategies that may be working for them. I also collaborated with members of my grade level to 

come up with new ideas and to borrow ideas they have tried and found successful”. In addition, 
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corroborating research found that 55% of teachers reported using Teachers Pay Teachers as their 

primary source of reading curricula (Dewitz & Graves, 2021). Teachers also managed to locate 

and use an assortment of manipulatives to teach students with BIF, which improves the ability of 

students with BIF to retain information (NRP, 2000; Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2020). The lack of 

resources correlates with external factors as a locus of control which is outside of the 

participants’ control. Over time, continuous failure to meet the needs of students with BIF can 

lead to lower occupational commitment and higher levels of exhaustion, leading to burn-out 

(Klaussen & Chiu, 2011).  

Teaching Students with BIF is Challenging 

The theme of the complex and variable needs of students with BIF emerged as a major 

theme. Participants felt inadequate to provide interventions for students with BIF, especially in 

the light of working memory issues. None of the participants had received formal professional 

development or training in working memory, an integral part of executive functioning. The 

inability of students to retain information is the area that bothered participants the most and led 

them to negative self-efficacy. Beth explained, “The biggest obstacle I faced this year was that 

my student had difficulty retaining information, especially over the weekend and on breaks. I had 

to try a variety of strategies until I found ones that helped my student retain information better. I 

asked for help from my reading and math interventionists and researched ideas to try. I also 

worked with his mom and gave her materials to use at home to help with the retention of 

information”. Tammy elaborated on this obstacle, stating, “The student’s ability to recall 

information previously learned. The Math algorithm has been taught with the use of 

manipulatives and with frequent weekly review and the student continues to make the same 

error. I have tried researching how students can retain and recall information, but feel even trying 
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to help them, make connections does not help.” Educators expressed a struggle between 

obtaining a high level of self-efficacy when working with students with BIF. Students with BIF 

acquire reading abilities at a much slower rate, but teachers are required to give instruction that 

will allow a child to reach typical growth (Agua Dias et al., 2019). However, because students 

with BIF have diminished abilities, they are less likely to achieve typical growth when compared 

to the average student (Maki & Adams, 2022). A review of the MTSS plans provided by teachers 

indicated the greatest need was in the area of reading. Most of the students started the MTSS 

process in the first grade and continued through the process and languished at Tier III, unless a 

special education evaluation was requested by the parents or the MTSS team.  

Teachers Need On-Going Professional Development 

The lack of training and professional development was an area of concern because 

teachers felt unprepared to provide interventions for students with BIF. The training and 

professional development received, focused more on strategies to build deficiencies in math and 

reading. Professional development lacked focus on students with executive functioning 

deficiencies, such as working memory. Sixty-seven percent of the teachers interviewed had 

relied on recommendations for their special education teacher on staff for methods to use with 

students, such as manipulatives and visual cues. Self-efficacy can be situational (Rieder & Rhyn, 

2020). For example, a teacher may feel confident in all areas of instruction, except when 

providing interventions for students with BIF. Because students with disabilities do not respond 

to typical classroom instruction, teacher attitudes and persistent are highly significant in 

improving student outcomes (Clark & Artles, 2000). Teachers need specific training and support 

to address the needs of students with BIF. The use of concrete materials and repetitive instruction 

can assist in meeting the working memory needs of students. Teacher efficacy develops early in 
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the teaching career and solidifies once a teacher obtains an extensive catalog of instructional 

experiences (Withy, 2019). Therefore, it would be best to provide professional development for 

serving students with BIF early in a teacher’s career.  However, self-efficacy fluctuates over time 

and does not develop in a linear fashion. Therefore, it would be wise to provide professional 

development over time for experienced teachers to explore the latest effective scientific methods. 

Sub-themes  

 #1. Reliance on Other Educators 

 The teachers in this study relied on others to share successful teaching strategies and 

instructional methods. They discussed what worked well in their classrooms and exchanged 

innovative ideas, as well as provided guidance on implementing new approaches.  Participants 

also felt that fellow educators were more likely to follow up with them to see how their 

interventions were going, as compared to members of administration. By essentially creating 

their own professional learning community, teachers deepened their understanding of teaching 

students with BIF and collectively worked toward improving their instructional practices. By 

relying on each other, teachers create a network of support and collaboration that benefits both 

their professional growth and the quality of education they provide for students with BIF. By 

working together, teachers are building personal resiliency (Bandura, 1977, 1986). Teachers feel 

pressured to perform their best while meeting the unique needs of students with BIF. Many 

teachers, especially those newer to the education field, relied on adopted reading curriculum and 

whole-group instruction in the beginning. However, they quickly learned a curriculum designed 

to meet the average students’ needs is not appropriate for students with BIF. Because teachers 

are resilient, they are not willing to wait for the school or district to provide them with resources. 

Instead, they pool their resources and sought out materials on their own.  
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 #2. Communication Among All Stakeholders 

 Teachers felt that there was a lack of communication among all stakeholders in the MTSS 

process. Effective communication is a two-way process, but nine participants felt they asked for 

guidance and assistance but were not given helpful answers from their school-based 

administration. Continuous feedback was also an issue discussed by the participants. They felt all 

communication relied on quarterly school based MTSS meetings and did not have a natural flow. 

Accommodations for students with BIF in MTSS was not discussed at grade level meetings or in 

professional development. By the time of the meeting, some information was not timely or 

relevant. Parents were given a form letter explaining the MTSS process, but they were not 

included in meetings to discuss further steps.  Teachers felt that administration did not take the 

proper steps to ensure that parents were fully informed of what the MTSS process entailed. 

Fortunately, teachers who maintained close communication with parents were there to explain 

each step of the process, as well as gather integral information from parents that aided in how to 

approach the student’s instruction. 

Implications for Policy or Practice 

 The literature from Chapter Two and the study’s findings have implications for higher 

education, local and state policymakers, and teachers. I utilized the findings from the study to 

discuss implications for policy and practice. It is critical that policy makers remove the barriers 

preventing teachers from providing high-quality interventions for students with BIF as laws 

regarding special education eligibility continue to change. These finding may assist teachers with 

the development and implementation of Tier III interventions for students with BIF. The findings 

of this study provided evidence of the challenges encountered by general education teachers 

while delivering Tier III interventions for students with BIF and may assist teachers in the future 
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as teachers adjust instruction to fit the needs of future students. Understanding the challenges 

that rural public school teachers encounter may provide information for teachers and district 

leaders on how to best avoid and overcome these obstacles.  

Implications for Policy 

Participants shared information about the influences that shape their experiences when 

working with teachers with BIF. I utilized the findings from the study to discuss practice and 

policy implications and these findings may assist teachers with the development of improved 

resources and communication within the MTSS process. The findings of this study provided 

evidence of obstacles that were encountered while delivering Tier III interventions for students 

with BIF in a rural South Carolina school district. The findings may assist teachers in the future, 

as well as provide insight for district personnel charged with implementing MTSS programs in 

rural school district. Understanding challenges that public, rural public school teachers encounter 

may provide information for general education teachers who provide MTSS interventions for 

students with BIF and how best to avoid and overcome these obstacles. 

The findings from this study of the experiences of general education teachers and the 

obstacles encountered while delivering Tier III interventions for students with BIF provide 

implication for policies to be established at state and district levels. State and district levels now 

have an opportunity to implement training for teachers to help provide them with best practices 

for Tier III interventions. Teacher preparation programs need to include applied coursework for 

students with BIF. Knowing what teachers encountered during the delivery of Tier III 

interventions for students with BIF allows for policies to be established that will prepare teachers 

for Tier III intervention implementation in the future. Many of the participants in this study 
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overcame many challenges that left them feel frustrated and unsuccessful in the instruction of 

students with BIF.  

The findings from this study can be use at the state level when making policy decisions 

regarding MTSS and its implementation. Teachers are the most critical stakeholders other than 

students in school-related changes in policy regarding MTSS. Policies may now be established 

that will provide teachers with assistance, hands-on training, and scientifically evidenced 

resources. Knowing specific challenges and success will aid with MTSS implementation which 

is essential to the overall success of students in the general education classroom. MTSS is 

becoming increasingly important for students with BIF and their success in the general education 

setting. Emphasis must be placed on best practices for working with students with BIF. As a 

result, an approved list of scientific, evidence-based interventions should be provided at the state 

level to guide local school districts procurement, along with funding from the state.  

The lack of scientific, evidence-based curriculum causes undue emotional and physical 

stress for teachers who are already struggling to meet the varied needs of students in their 

classroom. It also compromises the quality of instruction for students with BIF when teachers 

feel the need to patch together a curriculum for students. Without a structured program, 

containing a scope of sequences, the educational environment is unstable for all teachers, but 

especially those new to the profession. This study may assist district and school leaders with 

developing a well-organized plan and inspire them to communicate with teachers, coordinate 

changes in resources, and provide training to all teachers. This will provide a newfound level of 

confidence in the teaching profession.  

 

 



121 
 

 
 

Implications for Practice 

The findings in this study are associated with rural public-school teachers and the 

challenges they encountered while delivering MTSS Tier III interventions for students with BIF. 

Many teachers encountered issues with their students’ working memory, which left them 

questioning their methodology and approach to delivering Tier III interventions. Overcoming 

challenges such as the lack of resources will help create new opportunities for the development 

of improved methodology and result in greater teacher self-efficacy. Another obstacle was the 

lack of communication among all stakeholders, which could be greatly improved by providing 

time for teachers to collaborate within the school day.   

The study of implications for practice can lead to improved delivery of MTSS Tier III 

interventions for students with BIF. Professional development is a critical factor in the 

refinement of the MTSS process at the district level, as well as building the self-efficacy of 

teachers. These obstacles were encountered and overcome by these participants through hard 

work, collaboration, and professional dedication to field of education. By implementing the 

practice of deliberate collaboration and sharing of resources across the field of education, future 

challenges may be diminished. School leaders should consider this study and other research 

concerning the development of students with BIF and share with teachers at weekly or grade-

level meetings to commence a dialogue about evidence-based practices to continue the 

development of knowledgeable professionals in the field of education.  

Administrators at the school level can also use this research when allocating resources. 

The data revealed teachers need more time to meet their job responsibilities, while providing a 

high-quality education for students with BIF. Likewise, principals should be willing to do 

whatever they can to ensure teachers have the resources to do their jobs effectively. Teachers 
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should be able to provide support for all of their students, without taking away from the 

education of those who perform lower, academically. Teachers can also use these finding to 

understand the overall picture of what is taking place at the state level and how education for 

students with BIF is approached nationwide. The data may inspire teachers with similar 

experiences to collaborate and voice their concerns to educational leaders at all levels. The 

findings may also inform teachers of various methods and instructional resources being used by 

others in the field of education. 

Theoretical and Empirical Implications 

This section discusses the study’s theoretical and empirical implications. The theoretical 

significance of this study followed the theory of self-efficacy, in knowledge that already exists 

(Bandura, 1977, 1986). Bandura’s model of triadic reciprocal causation served as a guide to 

identify what and how internal and external influences shape the experiences of rural public-

school teachers who provide interventions for students with BIF. Many teachers had experience 

with providing interventions; however, teachers with little to no classroom experience providing 

instruction for students with BIF, making them feel unsuccessful as an educator, providing 

evidence for Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Furthermore, the findings from 

this study add to the literature on BIF and have implications for future research in the areas of 

resources, professional development, communication, and self-efficacy. 

Theoretical Implications 

 Bandura’s model of triadic reciprocal causation served as a guide to identify internal and 

external influences that shape the instruction of rural public-school teachers who provide 

interventions for students with BIF (Bandura, 1977, 1986). The findings revealed two internal 

facts shaped teachers’ provision of interventions for students with BIF: lack of knowledge and 
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occupational stress. The data also revealed environmental and external factors affects teachers’ 

instruction of students with BIF: lack of resources and lack of training. The model of triadic 

reciprocal causation was an appropriate framework for this study. It may be an option for future 

studies to examine teachers’ experiences working with students with BIF in an urban setting or a 

comparison study of other states approach to MTSS interventions. 

 Bandura’s model also showed how internal and external influences shape teachers’ 

delivery of interventions. Bandura posited that external or environmental factors, such as 

providing teachers with training on student disabilities or evidence-based practices, increased 

teacher knowledge and had a positive effect on teacher self-efficacy. Building teacher 

knowledge, influences teacher behaviors, such as grouping students, differentiating instruction, 

and utilizing scientific, evidence-based instructional methods and resources.  

 Additionally, the complex and variable needs of students with BIF played a role in the 

reciprocal nature of environmental, behavioral, and personal influences of teacher self-efficacy 

(2006). Because students with BIF need repetitive skill practice (environmental factor), teachers 

adjusted the time they met with students or decreasing the size of groups to meet the needs of 

students with BIF (behavior). As a result of teachers’ behaviors, which often left other students 

working independently, teachers experienced a range of negative feelings and the belief they 

were not meeting the needs of all of their students (internal factors).  

Empirical Implications 

The empirical significance of this study was to fill a gap in the current research on the 

implementation of Tier IIII interventions for students with BIF in a rural school district and its 

effects on teachers’ experiences. This study is unique because it is qualitative and most research 

on MTSS interventions is quantitative. Even though there have been studies on the 
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implementation of Tier III interventions for students with BIF in a rural school district in South 

Carolina, further research can explore the obstacles teachers encountered in other rural and urban 

school districts and how teachers were able to overcome the presented challenges.  

The finding related to professional development have implications for further research. 

All of the teachers reported they had not previously received professional development on BIF. 

Teachers worked around the obstacle of non-existent professional development by seeking out 

resources and the experiences of others are explained within the study. These data support 

research that found teachers often exhibit knowledge and instructional gaps regarding students 

with special needs, especially in the area of reading, making them less able to intervene 

appropriately (Gonzalez, 2021; White et al., 2020; Worthy et al., 2018; Al Otaiba et al., 2018). 

 This study provides information that can be used in the future refinement of the MTSS 

process and further research. It is important that the MTSS process be linear and oriented in 

problem-solving. MTSS should be a fluid process (Leonard, et al., 2019). However, most 

teachers reported using a combination of personally acquired resources and reliance on other 

educators for expertise. This finding implies that publishing companies need to make resources 

attainable for rural school districts who may not need an extravagant number of books or other 

resources to meet the needs of lower performing students. Otherwise, teachers will continue to 

create their own resources and align those materials to the needs of students. Research has shown 

without access to high-quality curricula, often create lower quality material that is unrelated to 

what was taught, which can be problematic for students with BIF who need evidence-based 

instructional materials (Siuty et al., 2018). 

Participants reported spending the majority of their small group lessons with materials 

provided by the district, which requires the cueing method, which is inappropriate for students 
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with BIF. The cuing method uses three meaning cues to determine unknown words (Wall, 2014). 

With working memory deficiencies, the cuing method is less effective for students with BIF than 

teaching phonics and phonemic awareness skills (Seidenberg, 2017). The data from this study 

support prior research that found teachers across the country widely used the cueing method, 

though current legislation policies being promoted in South Carolina would shift the focus in 

reading from the cueing method to the science of reading (Denton et al., 2014). By finding their 

own resources, participants used a combination of approaches to meet the needs of students with 

BIF. 

The finding on teacher self-efficacy revealed that 83% of participants believed they did 

not know enough about BIF or the best methods of instruction to employ with students with BIF. 

Even though two teachers felt confident in their abilities to provide interventions for students 

with BIF, they also questioned their abilities, noting the inconsistent performance of students as 

an indicator of the doubt they felt in their instruction. This finding supports earlier research that 

educators with high teacher self-efficacy will likely incorporate effective instructional practices 

(Bandura, 1989, Zee & Koomen, 2016). Furthermore, the two teachers with the least amount of 

teaching experience and no training in interventions or BIF considered themselves new to the 

process and in a continuous cycle of learning. This finding support research that newly hired 

teachers felt unprepared to meet the needs of students with BIF (White et al., 2020). 

Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations to this qualitative case study included its location in a small, rural district. It 

is difficult to generalize the findings without continued study in various school district setting, 

including urban public-school districts. The experiences of 12 teachers at one point in time are 

examined within this study. A longitudinal study of teachers’ experiences should be conducted to 
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analyze the changes of self-efficacy over time and show an improvement with more experience 

or inconsistent levels of self-efficacy as student needs change each year.  

Another limitation of the study was the demographic makeup of the participants. All of 

the participants were public school teachers, which excluded the participation of private school 

teachers. Additionally, there were no male teachers included in the study, even though most 

teachers are female (IES, 2022). The inclusion of male teachers in the study may have yielded 

different findings. In addition, all participants are current general education teachers. Their job 

responsibilities differ greatly from intervention specialists and special education teachers. As a 

result, the data is representative of what classroom teachers experience.  

A final limitation of the study came from the participants.  Many were very reluctant to 

share information due to the close-knit, small size of the district. For teachers who provided short 

responses, I would often ask them to elaborate further. Fortunately, the participants were more 

relaxed with assurances that all information would be confidential and would not be stored on 

district devices. The data revealed might have been more detailed if several of the participants 

had been more open to sharing information.  

One delimitation of the study was that this was a qualitative study. A qualitative study ws 

chosen because I wanted to collect data from multiple sources and to understand the phenomena 

of teachers’ experiences in delivering interventions for students with BIF (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). I wanted to understand the factors that shaped and influenced teacher self-efficacy in 

providing interventions for students with BIF. I often heard teachers question their abilities in 

this area and sought to discover the source of their doubt.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

In consideration of the study findings, limitations, and the delimitations placed on the 

study, it is my recommendation that future research should include urban public-school districts, 

as well as public school districts with greater diversity. In addition, a study should be conducted 

with focus on elementary, middle, and high school singularly to identify teachers’ experiences 

according to the grade level they teach. By conducting studies with greater focus on teacher 

diversity and location would allow for more evidence to produce a broad array of challenges and 

obstacles experienced by teachers delivering Tier III MTSS interventions for students with BIF. 

The questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, and document analysis used to collect data 

for this research study were the best way to collect data and any other form of data collection 

such as observations would not yield the appropriate results. If this study is to be replicated, 

these data collection types should be used. They produced the appropriate data needed to explain 

the obstacles that rural public-school teachers encountered while delivering Tier III interventions 

for students with BIF.  

It is also important to research why schools are not prepared for providing interventions 

for students with BIF. Schools across the country need to prepare for interventions for all 

students and develop proper methodology and instructional practices to address the difficulties 

that accompany BIF, such as working memory and processing speed. Developing a strong 

methodology will not only build positive teacher self-efficacy but will also build strong student 

self-efficacy and equip students, and teachers alike, for future challenges. Taking what has been 

learned from the experiences of teachers currently delivering MTSS interventions for students 

with BIF has established the groundwork for structuring interventions that can work.  
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Conclusion  

This qualitative case study provided information concerning the challenges experienced 

by public school teachers while delivering MTSS Tier III interventions for students with BIF. 

The study included 12 participants who shared their experiences and the obstacles they 

encountered. There were three themes and two sub-themes that emerged through the data 

analysis. Implications for policies and procedures, limitations and delimitation are included, 

along with recommendations for future studies. The study highlighted the lack of resources and 

lack of professional development and training. As a result, teachers felt they were inadequately 

prepared to provide interventions for students with BIF, as this theme was revisited throughout 

the interviews and questionnaires. By brainstorming with colleagues, participants were able to 

overcome the challenges presented with delivering Tier III interventions for students with BIF. 

They were most successful in gathering resources through this methodology and gaining a 

greater understanding of the obstacles faced by students with BIF.  
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APPENDIX B 

 
SITE APPROVAL FORM 

 
  

  
Request for District Collaboration/Action Research Review  

  
Clover School District values continuous improvement through collaboration and believes 
the responsibility of leaders is to provide the vision, time, resources, and environment to 
promote that work.  We acknowledge the contribution of action research to the collective 
body of knowledge which leads to enriched teaching and learning for our faculty, staff, and 
students.  
  
Approval of an action research proposal is contingent upon the researcher’s intention to 
support the mission, values, and beliefs of our district while protecting the confidentiality of 
data related to our students, employees, and their families.   Furthermore, the data 
collection and analysis must be completed within a timeframe that provides meaningful and 
relevant results for the district.  
  
Submission of this proposal is a commitment to research conducted with integrity in the best 
interest of our district and all of its stakeholders.  Save this document as a word processing 
file, then complete all parts thoroughly using additional space as necessary.  
  
Name (first, middle, last)    

Teresa Davis Kelso  
Address (city, state, zip)    

1013 Damon Pointe Drive, Belmont NC 28012  
Preferred email address    

Teresa.kelso@clover.k12.sc.us  
Preferred phone number    

704-830-7252  
District Role    

Special Education Teacher  
District Location    

Griggs Road Elementary  
College/University endorsing the 
research  

  
Liberty University  

College/University research advisor     
Dr. Susan Stanley  

Expected beginning date for data 
collection  

  
January 20th, 2023  

Expected completion date of data 
collection   

  
March 15th, 2023  

Expected date for presentation of results 
to the Institutional Review Board   

Before April 23, 2023 for Liberty University  
After April 23, 2023 for Clover School District  
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Attach a copy of the research proposal you have submitted to your college or 
university.     
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APPENDIX C 
 

Recruitment Letter 
 

 
Dear Colleague: 
 

I am Teresa Kelso, a special education teacher at Griggs Road Elementary, emailing you 
today as a Liberty University doctoral student to ask for your assistance as a rural school site in 
completing my dissertation.  The purpose of the qualitative study is to examine teachers’ 
experiences in rural school implementation of MTSS for students with borderline intellectual 
functioning. Your responses will guide future research and other rural schools in understanding 
the barriers and effective practices with the effective implementation of MTSS in rural school 
setting. 

 
The online survey includes questions regarding your process for the implementation of MTSS, 
your policies, systems, structures, and the allocation of resources.  I am well aware of the 
limitations and challenges we face in implementing effective MTSS for students with 
disabilities.  Any information that could result in your identification will not be reported and will 
be kept confidential.  There are no identifiable risks associated with this study.   
 
Subsequently, you will be contacted for a brief follow-up interview so that I can better 
understand the survey data.  This will require less than 15 minutes of your valuable time to 
complete. I have been working very closely with my dissertation chair and committee members 
on this study.  
 
Thank you in advance for your assistance to help our fellow rural schools better understand the 
implementation and structure for an effective MTSS system for students with borderline 
intellectual functioning.  
 
Teresa D. Kelso 
Special Education Teacher 
Griggs Road Elementary 
Doctoral Candidate, Liberty University 
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Screening Questionnaire 
 
 

To be answered in person/by phone or email for individuals interested in participating in the 
research study. 

 
1. How many years have you been a teacher? 
2. What school(s) do you currently serve? 
3. Do you provide Multi-Tiered Student Support interventions for students within your 

classroom? 
4. Do you provide interventions for students with borderline intellectual functioning? 
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APPENDIX D 
 
 

CONSENT  
  
Title of the Project: TEACHERS’ EXPERIENCES WITH PROVIDING MULTI-TIERED 
STUDENT SUPPORT FOR STUDENTS WITH BORDERLINE INTELLECTUAL 
FUNCTIONING: A QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY  
  
Principal Investigator: Teresa Davis Kelso, Doctoral Candidate, School of Education, Liberty 
University  
  

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study  
You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be a teacher employed 
by Clover School District in South Carolina, have taught for at least three years, and have 
actively provided Multi-Tiered Student Support (MTSS) interventions to students with 
borderline intellectual functioning. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.  
  
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in 
this research.  
  

What is the study about and why is it being done?  
The purpose of the study is to identify obstacles that public school teachers in Clover School 
District encountered while delivering MTSS interventions for students with borderline 
intellectual function.  
  

What will happen if you take part in this study?  
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:  

1. Complete a questionnaire that should take about 10 minutes.  
2. Participate in an audio-recorded interview that should take 30 

minutes.  Interviews can be remote if needed.  
3. Potentially participate in a focus group that should take 45 minutes. Two 

participants from each school will be asked to be part of the focus group.  I will 
contact you if you have been chosen to participate in a focus group.  

  
How could you or others benefit from this study?  

Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.  
  
Benefits to society include increased public knowledge of the obstacles and barriers to providing 
MTSS interventions for students with borderline intellectual functioning.  
  

What risks might you experience from being in this study?  
Risks for participation in this study are minimum in that they are no more than everyday risks 
that you may encounter in everyday life.  
  

How will personal information be protected?  
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The records of this study will be kept private.  Published reports will not include any information 
that will make it possible to identify a subject.  Research records will be stored securely, and 
only the researcher will have access to the records.  Data collected from you may be shared for 
use in future research studies or with other researchers. If data collected from you is shared, any 
information that could identify you, if applicable, will be removed before the data is shared.  

• Participants’ responses will be kept confidential by replacing names with 
pseudonyms.    
• All interviews will be conducted in a location where responses cannot be easily 
overheard.   
• All data will be stored in an encrypted, password-protected computer that only the 
researcher has access to, and after three years, all electronic records will be deleted. 
All hardcopies will be kept in a locked filing cabinet, and only the researcher will 
have access to this cabinet.  After three years, all hardcopy data will be shredded.  
• The interviews and focus group audio recordings will be transcribed on an 
encrypted, password locked and protected computer that only the researcher has 
access to, and will be deleted after three years.   
• Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in focus group settings.  While discouraged, 
other members of the focus group may share what was discussed with persons outside 
of the group.  

  
Is study participation voluntary?  

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 
your current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are free 
to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.  
  

What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?  
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email 
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data 
collected from you, apart from focus group data, will be destroyed immediately and will not be 
included in this study.  Focus group data will not be destroyed, but your contributions to the 
focus group will not be included in the study if you choose to withdraw.  
  

Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?  
The researcher conducting this study is Teresa Davis Kelso. You may ask any questions you 
have now.  If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at 
tkelso1@liberty.edu and/or 704-830-7252.  You may also contact the researcher’s faculty 
sponsor, Dr. Susan Stanley, at skstanley@liberty.edu.    
  

Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?  
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971 
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.  
  
Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects research 
will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations. The topics covered 
and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers are those of the researchers 
and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of Liberty University.  
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Your Consent  
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what 
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records. 
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the study 
after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided 
above.  
  
I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received 
answers. I consent to participate in the study.  
  
The researcher has my permission to audio-record me as part of my participation in this study.  
  
  
  
__________________________________________________  
Printed Subject Name  
  
  
  
__________________________________________________  
Signature and Date  
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APPENDIX E 

 
Questionnaire for Teachers 

1. How well do you believe that you were prepared for providing MTSS interventions 

for students with BIF? CRQ 

a. not at all b. somewhat  c. very 

2. How much experience with providing MTSS interventions do you have?  

a. none  b. little  c. well trained 

3. How many obstacles do you believe you encountered while delivering MTSS 

interventions for students with BIF? CRQ 

a. none  b. few  c. many 

Can you please name one obstacle that you encountered while delivering MTSS 

interventions for students with BIF. Please explain the steps that you took to work 

through the obstacle. 

4. Do you believe teachers work together to overcome the obstacles encountered while 

delivering MTSS interventions for students with BIF? SQ1 

a. yes  b. no 

Can you explain how teachers worked together to overcome any obstacles that they 

encountered while providing MTSS interventions for students with BIF? 

5. How many professional development hours were provided for the implementation of 

MTSS interventions? 

a. None  b. 1-5  c. 5+ 

6. How much did you change your daily instruction strategies to fit MTSS 

interventions? SQ2 



202 
 

 
 

a. little  b. somewhat c. very 

Please provide one example of a daily instructional strategy that you changed to 

provide for the implementation of MTSS interventions for students with BIF. 

7. How much confidence do you have in providing MTSS interventions for students 

with BIF? 

a. little  b. somewhat  c. very 
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APPENDIX F 
 

Standardized Open-Ended Interview Questions for Teachers 
 
 

1. Please describe your educational background and career through your current position. 

CRQ 

2. What does MTSS mean to you? SQ1 

3. Who is responsible for MTSS in your school and what does this responsibility entail?  

 a. How do you contribute to the implementation? SQ1 

4. What paperwork and/or documentation are required as a part of the MTSS referral and 

progress monitoring process in your school?  SQ1 

5. What professional development experiences have you had that prepared you to work with 

students with BIF? SQ1 

6. What reading and math interventions are implemented in your school?   

a. Describe how these are provided as a part of the tiered framework of MTSS. SQ1 

7. What do you feel are the effective elements of the district’s MTSS program for students 

with BIF? SQ1 

8. Describe your challenges and successes when working with students with BIF in your 

classes. SQ2 

9. How do you collaborate with parents and fellow colleagues regarding the implementation 

of MTSS for students with borderline intellectual functioning? SQ3 

10. In what ways do you feel the MTSS process in your building has been successful and 

what improvements can be made with regards to students with BIF? SQ3 
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APPENDIX G 
 

Focus Group Questions 
 

5. What were your expectations of providing MTSS interventions for students with BIF?  
 
CRQ 

 
6. How does collaborating with peers help alleviate obstacles encountered while providing  

 
MTSS interventions for students with BIF? SQ1 

 
7. What professional development classes will offer further guidance for providing MTSS  

 
interventions for students with BIF? SQ2 
 

8. What has been successful and what obstacles have you encountered while proving MTSS  
 
interventions for students with BIF? SQ3 
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Apeendix J 
 

Sample MTSS Documents 
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Appendix K 
 

Trustworthiness Section Example 

 This appendix offers an example of a comprehensive trustworthiness section. This 

example may be slightly beyond the expectations of what most doctoral candidates will achieve, 

particularly during the proposal phase of the dissertation process. This section is fabricated from 

a faculty member’s dissertation and adapted to meet the Liberty School of Education Qualitative 

Template. This section was done well after the study was completed and after the faculty 

member had advised over 30 candidates on their trustworthiness sections. 

Trustworthiness 

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) responded to criticism from positivists about a perceived lack 

of rigor, reliability, and objectivity by conceptualizing parallel terms for these characteristics of 

qualitative research, specifically, credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

This section describes the measures taken to assure a rigorous study through the lens prescribed 

by Lincoln and Guba. While these terms are, in many cases, synonyms for terms used in 

quantitative scholarship, these have different meanings and implications for the quality and rigor 

of a qualitative study. 

Credibility 

 Credibility refers to the extent to which the study’s findings accurately describe reality, at 

least according to the perceptions of participants, as a proximation of the truth of the 

phenomenon in question (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I achieved credibility in three ways: (a) 

triangulation, (b) peer debriefing, and (c) member-checking.  
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Triangulation 

In this study, I undertook triangulation of qualitative methods, data collection methods, 

sources, and theories to explore the first hand accounts shared by general education teachers 

regarding their experiences in implementing tiered intervention for students with BIF. Data 

collection methods triangulation was achieved through using individual interviews of teachers, a 

questionnaire, and focus group of teachers. Source triangulation was achieved through using the 

teacher’s  perspectives on the phenomenon of providing interventions through MTSS, analyzed 

through the lens of teacher self-efficacy. 

Peer Debriefing 

 A technique I used frequently during this study was peer debriefing (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2015) which allowed me to discuss emergent findings with colleagues to ensure my 

analyses were grounded in the data. Previous literature provided corroboration for my findings, 

in addition to peers in my academic program who are familiar enough with my research to 

provide important perspectives that helped validare my study’s findings.   

Member Checking 

Having undergone many of the same experiences myself that general education teachers 

experience before and during the school year gave me an insider’s connection with my 

participants (Rossman & Rallis, 2016). This insider’s, or emic perspective, which Rossman and 

Rallis (2016) suggest can be an advantage for researchers, allowed me to reflect back the 

meaning of the participants’ words during the interviews; this immediate member checking 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was important because, during the interviews, I confirmed some 

concepts by asking questions from various perspectives to ensure I captured the essence of an 
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experience. After transcription, I clarified specific elements of data with the participants, thus 

ensuring I accurately reflected their stories of success, which can also serve as member checking 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For further member checking, I provided willing participants a copy of 

their transcript, which they reviewed for accuracy. I also provided a copy of what I believed to 

be the main points of each participant’s interview that participants also checked for accuracy. 

Transferability 

Transferability is showing that the findings may have applicability in other contexts 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), which is largely achieved through the use of thick descriptions when 

describing research findings (Geertz, 1973). The descriptions I used to describe the experiences 

of general education teachers provided a robust picture of the challenges and obstacles they 

endure in the classroom. The literature offers virtually insights into factors influencing teacher 

self-efficacy, so this study may offer an exploratory first step toward an improved understanding 

of positive self-efficacy and how districts and states can provide the means for success.  

Dependability 

Dependability is showing that the findings are consistent and could be repeated (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Descriptions of my procedures were comprehensive enough that this study could 

be replicated. Specifically, descriptions of the method I developed to undertake this study are 

straightforward and supported by the literature, in addition to being simple enough to repeat for 

use with teachers of various responsibilities and demographics. My committee thoroughly 

reviewed these procedures and deemed them sufficient to demonstrate mastery of the method as I 

designed it. 

Confirmability  
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Confirmability is a degree of neutrality or the extent to which the findings of a study are 

shaped by the respondents and not researcher bias, motivation, or interest (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). I employed three techniques to ensure the confirmability of this study. First, I created a 

detailed audit trail through which my procedures, raw data, analyzed data, and the final report 

could be transparently tracked if necessary. Second, I employed the numerous aspects of 

triangulation described above, and finally, I was reflexive in the undertaking of this study. 

Reflexivity is an attitude of attending systematically to the context of knowledge construction, 

especially to the effect of the researcher, at every step of the research process (Cohen & 

Crabtree, 2006). To achieve reflexivity, I drafted numerous memos comprising a reflexive 

journal of sorts. Memoing in this way helped to bracket my bias in this study, and teachers are 

generally open to sharing their experiences and what they believe will contribute to the overall  

success of the teaching profession.  

  



211 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  



212 
 

 
 

 




