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Considering Coherence: Teacher Perceptions of the Competing
Agendas of RTI and an Existing Special Education Model

Angela Pyle
Queen’s University

Abstract

In 2005, the Ontario Ministry of Education introduced Responsiveness to Inter-
vention (RTI) to the Ontario school system. RTI is a tiered approach involving
increasing levels of support for students who are at risk for later learning difficul-
ties. However, the introduction of this different support structure was not
accompanied by a substantial shift in Ontario’s process of identifying and sup-
porting struggling students. This paper uses focus group data to describe the
perspectives of teachers who participated in the implementation of RTI and the
tensions they experienced due to the lack of coherence between RTI and a special
education framework where psycho-educational testing is the gateway to addi-
tional support.

Supporting students who experience learning difficulties has long been discussed by teachers and
researchers alike. Responsiveness to Intervention (RTI) is a recently developed model intended
to improve the learning of students at risk for later learning difficulties by providing the opportu-
nity to identify and intervene earlier in their academic careers. This model advocates the use of
intervention as a step in the identification of students who are at risk, which involves closely
monitoring students in the primary years and providing additional support through direct instruc-
tion. In 2005, Ontario’s Expert Panel on Literacy and Numeracy Instruction for Students With
Special Education Needs included RTI in their report titled Education for All. The purpose of
this report was “to recommend practices, based on research, that would allow Ontario’s teachers
to improve and reinforce effective instruction of reading, writing, and mathematics to students
from Kindergarten to Grade 6 who have special education needs” (Ontario Ministry of Education
[OME], 2005, p. 1). In this document, the panel introduced a model based on RTI research
termed the tiered approach. This was the first—and at the time of this study, the only—formal
introduction of RTI into the Ontario education system.

RTI advocates the support of struggling learners by providing intervention as a step in the
process of identification. In the extant research, this support has primarily been implemented
with struggling readers and there are numerous empirical studies reporting the potential benefits
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of RTI for these students (e.g., Feiker Hollenbeck, 2007; Fuchs & Deshler, 2007). Based on this
research and the recommendation put forth in Education For All (OME, 2005), some school
boards in Ontario have begun to implement RTI in their classrooms (Mattatall, 2011; Pyle, in
press). This begs the question, is Ontario ready for RTI? To begin to answer this question, this
study sought to explore the perspectives of teachers who participated in an RTI pilot project in
one of these school boards.

Research in the United States, where RTI has been legislated for use since 2004, shows
that implementation of RTI requires a substantial change in how teachers work with struggling
students (Denton, Vaughn, & Fletcher, 2003) and yet, this same research rarely considers the
perspectives of educators working within this model (Greenfield, Rinaldi, Proctor, & Cardarelli,
2010). Thus, this paper will describe the experiences of teachers during a yearlong pilot project.
The findings from this research point to the barriers presented by a lack of coherence between
RTI and the existing special education framework mandated in Ontario (OME, 2001).

Responsiveness to Intervention (RTI)

RTI is a three-tiered model involving increasing levels of intervention for students who
are at risk for later learning difficulties (e.g., Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007). The first tier emphasizes the
use of empirically-validated instructional strategies and embedded formative assessment tech-
niques to ensure that all students are meeting benchmarks. According to Fuchs and Fuchs (2007),
this tier begins with the use of a universal screening tool and a minimum of 5 weeks of progress
monitoring to determine those students who are struggling.

For students who have academic difficulties, intervention at the second tier should consist
of a standard treatment protocol accompanied by frequent progress monitoring (e.g., curriculum
based measurement) to determine student response. Those students who do not respond to this
intervention will progress to the third tier. Identifying these non-responders should be accom-
plished through the use of dual discrepancy data which consists of data on the rate of
improvement as determined by progress monitoring in conjunction with a comparison of the stu-
dent’s final level and benchmark criterion. Once identified as at risk, the use of a
multidisciplinary approach to evaluation will provide information concerning how best to facili-
tate the student’s learning. In the third tier, support for students normally involves the use of
special education services (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007).

The model proposed by Fuchs and Fuchs (2007) is one example of RTI implementation.
Throughout the RTI literature there are varying descriptions of RTI and school systems are left
to translate these interpretations into a coherent approach that is functional for their educators
and their students (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2008). However, the lack of procedural direction provided in
the literature can result in inconsistent interpretations of RTI (Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009). In
the past 3 years, school districts in Ontario have begun the process of interpreting these models
and the tiered approach shared in Education for All (OME, 2005) in an effort to implement RTI
(Mattatall, 2011; Pyle, in press).

Ontario’s RTI Model

Education for All (OME, 2005) does not mandate the use of RTI, but it does recommend
a tiered approach to intervening with students at risk for later learning difficulties. In the first tier,
beginning in Kkindergarten, teachers are expected to use scientifically validated instructional
strategies to ensure high quality programming for all students. This teaching should be accompa-
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nied by embedded assessment techniques to systematically monitor the progress of students and
ensure continued growth. Those students who do not meet the expected benchmarks are recom-
mended for the second tier where, in addition to their regular classroom instruction, they would
receive more intense intervention.

This tiered model acknowledges that not all students will demonstrate substantial im-
provement as a result of early intervention because it is most effective in assisting those students
who struggle due to environmental factors such as inadequate opportunities to develop the requi-
site language skills (Vellutino, Scanlon, Small, & Fanuele, 2006). For students who continue to
show little or no improvement, a third tier is provided. At this point, students are referred for
psycho-educational assessment and possible special education identification. The information
gathered during all tiers of the intervention facilitates the development of individualized plans to
support students.

The tiered approach described in Education for All (OME, 2005) embraces much of what
is described in the RTI literature. However, this description does not provide clear procedures for
school district implementation. The description of RTI put forth by the Ontario Ministry of Edu-
cation does not define non-response of students in tier two nor does it concretely describe the
type of intervention that is appropriate for these students and the provision of this support for
non-identified students. Further debate about RTI stems from the difference between how a
learning disability (LD) is defined by jurisdictions such as Ontario and how it may be defined
within the RTI framework. The current definition in Ontario describes LD as a discrepancy be-
tween intellectual ability and achievement, while the RTI model classifies students as LD when
there is a failure to respond to intervention (Kavale, Holdnack, & Mostert, 2006). These issues
are not unique to Ontario; they have been raised in the research on the viability of using RTI to
identify students at risk for later learning difficulties (e.g., Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009).

Ontario’s Current Special Education Model and its Relationship to RTI

One of the stated purposes of RTI is to determine entitlement to special education ser-
vices when a student has not responded to intervention (Danielson, Doolittle, & Bradley, 2007).
In Ontario, the currently mandated process for identifying students with learning disabilities in-
volves in-school team meetings, formal identification of the student’s exceptionality, and the
development of Individualized Education Plans (IEP). The funding model is based on identifica-
tions verified through psycho-educational testing (Hutchinson & Martin, 2012; OME, 2001).

In areas of the United States where RTI has been fully implemented, it either replaces or
is mandated as an alternative to the IEP process that exists in Ontario. However, Ontario school
districts have begun to implement RTI while still maintaining the IEP process as the only recog-
nized way of providing intervention to students with exceptionalities (OME, 2001). In Ontario,
the data from RTI progress monitoring can be used to facilitate the development of an interven-
tion plan, but it cannot be used to identify a student with an LD. According to Ontario’s current
special education model, a student is identified with an LD when there is “...a significant dis-
crepancy between academic achievement and assessed intellectual ability” (OME, 2001, A19).
Determining the existence of a discrepancy involves testing procedures that require waiting “un-
til Grade three or four when a 2-year discrepancy between academic performance and grade level
can emerge” (McNamara, Scissons, & Dahleu, 2005, p. 81). This type of psycho-educational as-
sessment is then used to identify students and results in the development of a formal IEP
(Hutchinson, 2010). During IEP development, consideration is given to the additional supports
required by these students including intervention procedures. The discrepancy requirements inte-
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gral to the required testing run counter to one of the central purposes of RTI: to intervene early
when students are at risk for later learning difficulties because the provision of support in On-
tario is currently contingent on a formal identification which is determined by psycho-
educational assessment. This type of contingent support leads to potential barriers to the provi-
sion of tier two interventions. In tier two, students have yet to be formally identified. However, a
student’s placement in tier two results from data that demonstrate that he or she is at risk for later
learning difficulties. Despite this data, the provision of intervention for these students is not ad-
dressed in the current model. The special education model described above differs from the
procedures described in conceptions of RTI, resulting in a lack of alignment and increasing the
challenges involved in implementing RTI in Ontario.

Supporting Teachers in the Implementation of New Initiatives

Implementing new initiatives such as RTI into a school system is a complex process
made more complicated by the lack of coherence between existing practices in Ontario and the
requirements of the new model. Coherence, for the purposes of this research, is defined as how
well the recently developed initiatives enmesh with existing practices and facilitate the accom-
plishment of a common goal (Madda, Halverson, & Gomez, 2007). In the case of RTI, a lack of
coherence can inhibit the transformative power and limit the sustainability of the model (Kozle-
ski & Huber, 2010). The extant research has described several factors that can present challenges
to the implementation of RTI.

In Fuchs and Deshler’s (2007) exploration of the unresolved issues encountered when
implementing an RTI model, the authors describe the range of new skills required by teachers
and the resulting need for schools and school boards to provide considerable and sustained pro-
fessional development programs to facilitate the learning of these new skills. There are a plethora
of differing perspectives regarding the types of support that are necessary to facilitate the suc-
cessful implementation of new initiatives such as RTI (Denton et al., 2003; Kratochwill,
Volpiansky, Clements, & Ball, 2007). For example, Fuchs and Deshler described the importance
of providing teachers with the time to think about and discuss how best to integrate their learning
into their classroom practice.

This perspective is complemented by Guskey’s (2002) goals of professional development.
He, too, described the time that is needed to enact true change in teacher practice. However,
Guskey took his model one step further stating that an instructional approach, materials, curricu-
lum, or teaching procedures must result in a change in student learning outcomes. Guskey
posited that a change in teachers’ attitudes and beliefs is a result of the changes they see in stu-
dent learning and not a direct result of the professional development itself. To alter teacher
practice, student learning, and teacher attitudes and beliefs, the commonly used one-shot work-
shop and conference attendance is insufficient because this type of professional development
does not fundamentally alter teachers’ knowledge and practice (Boyle, Lamprianou, & Boyle,
2005). For this reason, it is important to consider characteristics that can contribute to the suc-
cessful implementation of new programs.

Guskey (2003) examined the lists of essential professional development characteristics of
11 organizations including, but not limited to, the American Federation of Teachers, the Educa-
tional Research Service, and the U.S. Department of Education. Guskey’s examination resulted
in six common goals. Of primary concern for this paper is the fifth element in this list: the
alignment of professional development with other reform initiatives (Guskey, 2003). A focus on
this element is further justified by numerous empirical studies of program implementation that
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describe the importance of the program’s coherence with the existing system (e.g., Kinnucan-
Welsch, Rosemary, & Grogan, 2006; Klingner, Ahwee, Pilonieta, & Menendez, 2003). The need
for this alignment can require substantial alterations at the classroom, school, and system levels.

Challenges to RTI Implementation

Teachers’ perceptions of a new program can have a definite impact on its successful im-
plementation. In their discussion of systemic changes required to implement RTI, Kozleski and
Huber (2010) described one of the inhibiting perceptions: the view of RTI as an addition to exist-
ing practices. When teachers perceive RTI as an additional task rather than an integral part of an
improvement plan and a core element of assessment procedures, the successful implementation
of the model is put at risk. Research demonstrates that this situation can result in teachers strug-
gling to give the initiative the necessary focus to ensure its success (Kozleski & Huber, 2010).

In Ontario, teachers are subject to multiple mandates concerning the identification of stu-
dents in need. In addition to curriculum documents outlining academic expectations, they often
face board-specific initiatives that attempt to better meet these learning outcomes. This is com-
pounded by Ministry initiatives such as the Ontario Focused Intervention Partnership (OFIP), an
initiative that focuses on improving student scores in the large-scale assessments that were im-
plemented by the Education Quality and Accountability Office. Further, teachers are bombarded
with an ever-growing number of policy documents that emphasize appropriate teaching practices
(OME, 2005) and specific procedures for groups of exceptional students (OME, 2001). These
issues are not unique to the Ontario context as other provinces also mandate the use of curricu-
lum documents, have multiple ongoing initiatives, and use their provincial testing data to plan
professional development designed to improve student results (e.g., Manitoba Education, 2009;
Webber, Aitken, Lupart, & Scott, 2009). The existence of this plethora of initiatives and the inc-
ommensurable goals they often represent can make it difficult for teachers to determine which
objectives should take primacy (Madda et al., 2007), causing them to revert to previous practices.
An unwillingness to focus energy on RTI calls into question the sustainability of the model.

Sustainability

The extant research into the sustainability of new educational initiatives addresses the
need for systemic change, defined by Adelman and Taylor (2007) as involving “modifications
that amount to a cultural shift in institutionalized values” (p. 57). The authors argued that to
promote the sustainability of an initiative, eliminating a project mentality is necessary, that is,
from the view that changes are being made strictly as a result of a particular project and that
these changes are applicable only to this implementation. The inclusion of progress monitoring
as a central component of RTI may result in a project mentality if it is not accompanied by sys-
temic change to the existing assessment procedures used to determine student support (i.e.,
providing early intervention for students at risk for later learning difficulties prior to formal iden-
tification). To further delve into the requirements specific to RTI implementation an exploration
of this body of research follows.

RTI Implementation

Though in its infancy, there is much discussion in the literature about the implementation
of RTI and the elements that must be in place to facilitate its sustainability. Lembke, Garman,
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Deno, and Stecker (2010), in their discussion about one school’s implementation of RTI, de-
scribed the importance of the inclusion of four elements: staff and administrative buy-in, the use
of curriculum based measurement (CBM), the inclusion of evidenced-based teaching practices in
both classroom practice and interventions, and the collaboration of staff. The need for commit-
ment, consistency, and collaboration has been shown in other empirical studies (e.g., Mahdavi &
Beebe-Frankenberger, 2009). However, these studies were conducted in an American context
where changes to the identification procedures have already occurred (Glover & Diperna, 2007),
allowing for early intervention with students who are at risk. There is a danger that, failing the
provision of a support structure that provides preventive intervention to younger students, the
tiered approach recommended in Education for All (OME, 2005) may not be sustainable.

In summary, the literature suggests that the implementation of RTI requires substantial
change to teacher practices; change which may not be coherent with current policies and other
initiatives. Thus, the aim of the present paper is to explore the issues presented by the lack of co-
herence in Ontario’s current special education policies and RTI from the perspectives of
educators piloting an RTI model. By describing the tensions that arise from listening to teachers’
perspectives, areas of implementation that can be improved to enhance the sustainability of RTI
are highlighted.

Method

The study reported here comprised one component of a larger research initiative, piloting
an RTI approach to integrative service delivery, carried out by a mid-sized board in southern
central Ontario. The larger research initiative sought to empirically test the usefulness of RTI in
increasing teacher capacity for providing literacy instruction and increasing the literacy
achievement of all students as well as to test the viability of the model in the Ontario context. At
the end of the first year, focus group data addressing the enablers and barriers encountered
throughout the pilot were gathered from participating teachers. The information shared during
these focus groups provides the foundational data for this paper.

The five RTI pilot schools were selected through an independent nomination and review
process carried out by the district school board. At each of these elementary schools, all primary
classes (K to 3) participated in the project although not all teachers who participated in the larger
project were involved in the focus groups of this study. During this pilot, administrators and
teachers (i.e., primary classroom teachers, learning resource teachers, and literacy improvement
teachers) worked with board personnel (i.e., special education consultants, school psychologists,
child and youth workers, and speech and language pathologists). These partnerships were estab-
lished to facilitate RTI implementation, including progress monitoring. The implementation was
designed incrementally with the focus in the first year of implementation on tier one program-
ming and the integration of progress monitoring in pilot schools. All personnel were required to
use CBM for progress monitoring, but in an effort to respect the unique learning environments,
schools were encouraged to make other programming decisions based on contextual needs.

Participant Selection

Participation in the focus groups occurred through self-selection by school staff, although
there was some variation in the selection process. At two schools the principal selected one
teacher from each grade, from those who expressed an interest, to participate in the focus groups.
At two schools individual teachers self-nominated by emailing a research assistant acting as the
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board contact person for the larger RTI pilot. This self-nomination process resulted in some
schools not having teachers from all grades volunteer to participate. Therefore, representation
from two schools was not consistent across the grade groupings, though each of these schools
was represented in at least one focus group. The learning resource teachers for each of the four
participating schools attended a separate focus group. One of the five schools involved in the lar-
ger research initiative declined to participate in the focus groups.

After teachers were either nominated or indicated their interest in participating, they were
invited to the focus group specific to their grade or role. The participant selection process re-
sulted in a total of 18 participants (17 women). These teachers, whose years of teaching
experience ranged from 3 to 27 years, had no prior experience with or training in the RTI model
prior to the beginning of the pilot.

Focus Group Procedures

Data were gathered from teachers through five focus groups in the spring of the first year
of implementation of RTI. The use of focus groups allowed teachers to share their experiences in
a conversational environment. The resulting discussions between participants enhanced the qual-
ity of the data as “participants both quer[ied] each other and explain[ed] themselves to each
other” (Morgan, 1996, p. 139). As well, these conversations allowed for similarities and differ-
ences in perspectives to quickly become evident (Patton, 2002). Each focus group lasted
approximately 60 minutes and took place during working hours with release time provided to the
teachers involved, ensuring that participation did not interfere with teachers’ personal time.

Each focus group consisted of three to five teachers, each from a different school. Al-
though these are small focus groups, the decision was made that teachers working at the same
school would not be in focus groups together. Relationship and rank differences can often create
an environment where participants are more cautious about what they share (Champion, 2003).
The smaller group size also allowed each participant more time to share their personal experi-
ences of RTI implementation (Morgan, 1996). To ensure common ground amongst the
participants, teachers from the same grade attended each focus group and all learning resource
teachers attended a separate group. This resulted in five focus groups, one group for each grade
that participated in the project (K to 3) and a separate focus group for learning resource teachers.

The five focus groups were facilitated by the author who did not participate in any other
aspect of the pilot project. The sole responsibility of this researcher was to moderate the discus-
sions using standardized open-ended questions (e.g., “What impact has RTI had on your
students’ learning?”’) and probing questions (e.g., “Could you tell me more about progress moni-
toring?”) to elicit elaboration from the participants. Specifically, participants were asked about (a)
supports that were in place to facilitate the implementation of RTI, (b) barriers these teachers
faced, and (c) the impact RTI had on their practice.

Analysis of Focus Group Data

Rigorous analysis of the data began with open coding of each verbatim transcript (Patton,
2002). Each teacher was given a participant code, identifying them and their role within the
school. For instance, (1-4) means the statement was made in the Grade 1 focus group, by partici-
pant number 4. Teachers’ statements were coded line-by-line to “capture participants’ implied
and explicit meanings” (Charmaz, 2002, p. 685). Categories were listed in a separate file as they
emerged. For example, teachers made statements about the number of assessments they were re-
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quired to complete during the pilot and the time it took to complete them. These two codes were
grouped together into the category “assessment procedures.” Multiple passes through each tran-
script were made to ensure that coding accurately reflected the perspectives of the participants.
Patton’s (2002) method of constant comparison was used to generate codes, categories, and
themes. The result of this analysis was five major themes concerning teachers’ perceptions of the
barriers to their implementation of RTI resulting from its lack of alignment with Ontario’s cur-
rent education system.

Results

Analysis of the focus group data revealed that one of the central challenges teachers en-
countered as they implemented RTI was the lack of coherence between the elements of the
model and existing instructional practices. This tension was directly related to the differing goals
of the progress monitoring tool used in RTI and of existing assessment procedures, the lack of
alignment of RTI with other Ministry initiatives (e.g., OFIP), and the lack of integration of data
resulting from progress monitoring with existing assessment procedures for determining student
support. The results of this study are presented within the five major themes that emerged from
the focus group data: overemphasis on assessment, teaching demands, conflicting initiatives, sys-
temic incoherence, and issues of identification and support.

Overemphasis on Assessment: “Asking Teachers to Do More Assessments”

The pilot project relied on a CBM tool to measure student learning trajectories. This flu-
ency-based tool consisted of letter sound identification in Kindergarten, word identification in
Grade 1, and passage reading in grades 2 and 3. The students’ scores were measured according to
how many letter sounds or words they accurately identified in 1 minute. While this tool has
proven to be effective in previous empirical research (e.g., Simmons et al., 2008), this method of
evaluation differed from the tools previously used by the teachers. The fluency tool that was used
for progress monitoring in the RTI pilot was experienced by the teachers as being at odds with
the emphasis on comprehension that was advocated in Ministry professional development and in
the board-mandated assessment tool, the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA):

Focus for us in the last few years has been doing daily running records and the miscue analysis so
you know if you’re not really looking at those miscues then what is it telling you about where you
need to focus your instruction with them? (1-2)

The shift in the emphasis of the assessment tool required that teachers modify their think-
ing about how students’ abilities were measured. In this RTI initiative, the teachers were required
not only to complete CBM but also all of the existing assessment procedures. “We do DRA...we
use the running record assessment to guide our instruction and that’s where I found that asking
teachers to do more assessments was a little bit tedious for them because we already had a sys-
tem in place” (LRT 1). The competing assessment procedures forced teachers to make decisions
about which assessments should take priority and many of the participants voiced the belief that
their existing tools, those whose use was mandated, were their primary concern: “I might have
put that [CBM] aside because I have to do DRA” (K-3).

This mismatch between existing assessment practices and new requirements resulted in
difficulty integrating these initiatives in the classroom. As a result, teachers expressed frustration
with the time that it took to complete all of the paperwork involved. But more importantly, the
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teachers described the challenge of designing a program that adequately addressed the needs of
the whole class while attending to the students who were at risk and that integrated existing Min-
istry expectations with the expectations of the RTI model.

Teaching Demands: “Oh No. One More Thing to Do”

Throughout the focus groups the teachers expressed the feeling that the large amount of
time required to complete both existing assessment procedures and new progress monitoring
procedures had an impact on their ability to teach their students, as required by the Ontario Min-
istry of Education curriculum and program documents: “There is one person being spread out so
thinly. There is [sic] so many demands and it’s always the teacher’s responsibility...it’s the
teacher’s job to do, it’s always the teacher’s job” (K-3). This sentiment was further emphasized
by a Grade 2 teacher who questioned how to find time for all the requirements of the RTI model
and current assessment practices in Ontario: “More work, how are we going to get it all done?
How are we going to get it in? EQAO [Education Quality and Accountability Office testing],
DRA, and all these strands...I was just feeling like, oh no, one more thing to do” (2-3). The sheer
quantity of assessments required of teachers during the pilot project affected their ability to use
what they were learning from these assessments in their teaching. Teachers’ believed the RTI
process was inhibiting their ability to focus on the interventions it showed their students required.

The main issue for many of these teachers was that the combination of existing assess-
ment procedures and the added progress monitoring came at the expense of their students’
learning. This sentiment was especially evident when discussing the type of support they felt at
risk learners required but were not receiving. Throughout the focus groups, teachers continually
questioned what this intervention should entail: “When we get that [non-response data] where do
we go? What are some strategies? What are we going to do to help that child improve?” (2-2).
These types of questions were posed by many teachers throughout the focus groups who were
struggling to determine the next steps for their students who were at risk: “What strategies do
you implement based on the information you’ve gotten from that probe?” (3-1). In the absence of
tier two intervention, which was not introduced in the first year of this pilot, teachers were miss-
ing a key element that they yearned for: instructional strategies that would improve the learning
of students who were identified as at risk by the CBM. “It always falls back on the classroom
teacher...but response to intervention means response to intervention like intervene because I’ve
done all I can” (2-1).

Further challenges also emerged when teachers discussed their ability to program effec-
tively for all of the students in their classrooms. The result was that teachers felt they could not
provide the types of learning experiences necessary for their students but instead had to design
classroom instruction in a manner that allowed the time to focus on the assessments:

It’s taken away some time from my time to work with the children on a more individual or small
group basis because I’ve had to fit it in...the rest of the class has to be doing something that they
can be independent at. (1-1)

Lack of alignment between existing assessment procedures and progress monitoring specific to
RTI made it difficult for teachers to use progress monitoring data to influence instruction and
improve students’ learning. For the participating teachers, this overemphasis on assessment re-
sulted in feeling that RT1 was an additional task that did not have the intended positive impact on
their students’ learning. Instead, RTI negatively impacted their practice. This sentiment was fur-
ther compounded by other, ongoing, initiatives that required teachers’ time and attention.
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Conflicting Initiatives: “Feeling Very Overwhelmed”

Many teachers in Ontario are currently working to implement several Ministry and board
imposed initiatives including the OFIP. As a result, the teachers in this pilot encountered chal-
lenges as they attempted to continue with these existing initiatives while also introducing RTI:

I think the other issue we have at our school too is that we’re an OFIP school and we’ve got the
Ministry coming in at regular intervals so we’ve got a lot on our plate and so to try and sort of
separate out all this stuff, the teachers are feeling very overwhelmed. (LRT 3)

This sentiment was confirmed by many of the teachers in this pilot as is reflected by the words of
a Grade 1 teacher, “It’s challenging so adding something else was just unreasonable” (1-2). This
challenge resulted in discussions concerning the conflicting information they were receiving
about what skills they should be emphasizing with students: “[O]Jur main focus...has been on
comprehension strategies and then we felt this year, when RTI came in, it was on fluency and
decoding” (3-3). In the face of the conflicting demands, the teachers in this pilot were having dif-
ficulty focusing on how they should be using their instructional time: “I feel like I’'m neglecting a
lot of kids just because they’re more fluent readers but they still have areas that they need to
work on and they’re kind of getting the short end of the stick” (1-2). The result is a need to
streamline and prioritize both the assessment strategies and instructional goals. However, stream-
lining in this manner will not remedy the system-wide alignment issues that are also present
when one considers RTI in the context of Ontario’s current special education model.

Systemic Incoherence: “Connectivity is Actually Huge”

The alignment of existing Ministry initiatives and the RTI model is a small piece of the
complex negotiation required to implement RTI into a system that is not designed to function in
this manner. Teachers recognized the limitations to RTI within the current special education
framework and discussed the challenges of implementing a model that was designed for another
educational system: “It’s coming from another system, was it an American sort of kind of birth?
I think it’s really important honestly...making those kinds of matches for people who are used to
a certain system” (LRT 3). As a result of the amendments to the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act, the US law ensuring special education services for students with special needs,
RTI is recognized in many states as a method for determining a student’s qualification for special
education services (Lembke et al., 2010). In Ontario, this systemic shift has not occurred.

In this pilot, the lack of alignment that emerged as this foreign model was imposed on
their local schools resulted in teachers expressing concern that the challenges involved in trans-
lating RTI into a new and unprepared system could create an environment where teachers were
reluctant to make the changes necessary to implement the model successfully:

Connectivity is actually huge because what happens then is when you go in to a system and you
say ‘well everything that we do here now I want you to change that’ and what that actually does,
for me personally and for a number of other colleagues too, it creates aggravation right off the bat.
(LRT 3)

Teacher buy-in plays a central role in the successful implementation of RTI (Lembke et al.,
2010). The negative emotions expressed by this teacher, and echoed by other focus group par-
ticipants, will certainly impact the viability and sustainability of the model: “I think the board
took a small approach to one end of it, but I don’t have a lot of hope that they’re ever going to
get to full implementation of RTI” (1-1). Teachers’ struggles to buy into RTI are further com-
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pounded by the need to ensure that the current special education identification and support model
can make productive use of the data that is provided by the progress monitoring of students who
are at risk for later learning difficulties.

Issues of Identification and Support: “Legally, Because of Their IEPs”

RTI advocates the use of intervention as a step in the identification of students who are at
risk. In this model, students who are not progressing at the expected rate should receive interven-
tion to help them make the necessary gains. However, what teachers expressed during the focus
groups was that unless all of this intervention could be put in place by classroom teachers, which
many suggested was not possible given limited time availability, then there was no support
available to these students: “They’re supposed to be withdrawn and there’s no staff to do that.
Our LRTs are already taxed to the max” (1-1). This perspective was shared by the learning re-
source teachers who described this lack of support as a direct result of the legal obligations
imposed when students have a formal identification and an IEP has been developed: “I have 11
LD for two rooms alone so when you have those students you really need to be providing, legally
as part of their documentation, their IEPs, you need to be providing additional support to them”
(LRT 1). As a result of these obligations, many of the learning resource teachers described the
difficult decisions they had to make about who to support. Central to these decisions was the re-
ality that they could not ignore their legal accountability and thus did not have the time or
resources to support students who were not formally identified using Ontario’s current special
education model: “I don’t have the time in my day to service all the kids so there’s a fine line.
Where do you sort of cut your supports?” (LRT 1).

The special education model currently used in Ontario does not acknowledge the data
provided by RTI when identifying students and determining support. While Education for All
(OME, 2005) does advocate the use of a tiered model based on RTI research, it still recommends
testing for all students who require an identification and support to reach academic expectations.
The reality expressed by the teachers participating in this pilot was that the current requirement
to have students who are at risk undergo psycho-educational assessment prior to receiving addi-
tional support inhibits the resource teachers’ abilities to intervene with non-identified students:

It just seems like there’s not enough. The resource people come in and you’re bringing a kid to a
meeting and you’ve got the psych assessment people there and it’s like ‘well you know what? I
want you to do something else with this student because there’s a 2-year waiting list.” (2-3)

The inability for teachers to use the data from progress monitoring to gain support for their stu-
dents makes the tier two intervention advocated as an essential element of RTI unfeasible.
According to these teachers, this a direct result of the continuing need to have all students who
are at risk tested prior to their receiving any support.

Discussion

RTI advocates early intervention as a key step in the process of identification. In this pilot,
both the incremental implementation of RTI and the lack of coherence between RTI and the cur-
rent special education system acted as barriers to the successful implementation of tier two
intervention and, as a result, the successful implementation of RTI. These barriers were revealed
at both the classroom and system levels.
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Incoherence at the Classroom Level

At the classroom level, the greatest challenge resulted from the introduction of progress
monitoring. The teachers felt an excessive amount of time was devoted to testing student learn-
ing rather than to the learning itself. In this pilot, RTI was introduced incrementally with the
focus of the first year on tier one programming including the introduction of progress monitoring.
However, RTI does not lend itself to partial implementation. This incremental implementation
resulted in teacher frustration at the focus on assessment rather than intervention.

The teachers in this pilot were driven by a desire to improve student learning. The
perception shared was that progress monitoring did not provide the opportunity for the
intervention that their students needed. The improvement in student learning outcomes described
by Guskey (2002) as essential to a change in teachers’ practice and beliefs was not apparent to
the teachers in this pilot because there were no interventions aligned with the CBM assessments.
Future implementations of RTI should consider the essential role that intervention and improved
student learning play in teacher buy-in. Further, the RTI model so closely integrates assessment
and intervention that implementation of one without the other can inherently lead to difficulties
and perceptions of a lack of coherence with the existing model. The incremental implementation
undertaken in this pilot did not provide the opportunity for the intervention necessary to improve
student learning and is not recommended for future implementations. Instead, future research
should explore how best to introduce tier one progress monitoring and tier two intervention
concurrently.

The incremental implementation was not the only barrier to the integration of tier two in-
tervention. Teacher confusion concerning instructional focus also impeded the implementation.
One of the central practices that teachers were required to introduce was progress monitoring us-
ing CBM, a fluency-based assessment tool. This resulted in a shift from comprehension-focused
instruction to an emphasis on fluency instruction. The teachers in this pilot perceived these to be
discrete, perhaps even competing, skills with fluency focusing on decoding and comprehension
focusing on extracting the meaning from a text. Research has demonstrated that fluency assess-
ment data are strongly correlated with comprehension ability and it is widely theorized that
fluency increases a student’s capacity for comprehension (e.g., Wise et al., 2010). The introduc-
tion of fluency as part of RTI and the complete separation of this initiative from the existing
drive to increase comprehension are problematic. Especially considering their goals are the same:
to improve students’ reading abilities.

The results of this study suggest that to foster a holistic perspective on reading develop-
ment, professional development should be designed to communicate the interrelated nature of
differing reading skills (L’ Allier & Elish-Piper, 2007). In the context of RTI, this means provid-
ing professional development that addresses the interconnectedness of fluency and
comprehension and how these skills can be taught in a cohesive manner. Administrative person-
nel working on separate but interrelated initiatives (e.g., the OFIP comprehension-driven
initiative and RTI implementation) must collaborate to ensure that the information is communi-
cated as complementary, to avoid teachers perceiving that the initiatives are competing (Putman,
Smith, & Cassady, 2009).

Accompanying the assimilation of information that is required for teachers, there is a
need for further information about the instructional strategies that should be provided during tier
two interventions. Future research should explore the types of instruction that benefit students
who are in tier two. This research should consider not only the types of skills that would benefit
these students but also the intensity required for improvement.
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Incoherence at the System Level

At the system level, there are two parallel agendas enacted in Ontario. Education for All
(OME, 2005) advocates the use of a tiered approach based on RTI research. In this model, regu-
lar progress monitoring is used to ensure responsive intervention for students at risk for later
learning difficulties. However, the use of RTI is not supported by the mandated special education
model that maintains that student identification and support must be determined through psycho-
educational assessment. In the pilot schools, only students who had an identification resulting
from this testing were provided with additional support. The lack of alignment between these
models emerged throughout the data gathered from the teachers in this study as they described
the unresolved issues of identification and support.

The tiered approach advocates that empirically-validated instruction, regular monitoring
of student learning, and the provision of additional support for students at risk for later learning
difficulties should begin in kindergarten. However, the teachers in this pilot project clearly
communicated their struggles with providing intervention to their youngest students. These stu-
dents must remain on a waiting list for testing before the necessary support can be provided
resulting in teacher and student frustration as they wait for the failure that is necessary to the
provision of much needed support.

For RTI to be successfully implemented in Ontario, or any system where psycho-
educational testing is the gateway to additional support, systemic change is needed. If the contin-
ued use of psycho-educational testing is necessary, a positive decision according to many
researchers (e.g., Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007), then the support acquisition procedures must be
amended. This statement is not intended as a promotion of the use of RTI progress monitoring
data to identify students with a learning disability. Considering the challenges that are described
in the extant research concerning this process (e.g., Reynolds and Shaywitz, 2009), this argument
is beyond the scope of this study. Rather the intention of this recommendation is that intervention
support should not come solely as the result of a formal identification of an LD but rather should
also result from progress monitoring data demonstrating a lack of expected progress. For this to
occur, a concrete definition of non-response to intervention that can be used to determine support
for younger students is needed. This definition should be accompanied by procedural directions
concerning the intervention that students who are not responding would receive.

Once this definition is established, intervention can be more readily provided to younger
students who are struggling. Even with this change, what remains unclear is who will provide
this intervention? Future research should explore the roles of personnel in an RTI model. More
specifically, in exemplary cases of RTI implementation, what successful tier two intervention
models are used, who is responsible for this instruction, and what training has been provided to
these educators?

Ontario’s decision to include RTI in Ministry documentation demonstrates the acceptance
of this model as a positive approach to working with students at risk for later learning difficulties.
However, for RTI to become an integral part of the special education model, systemic change is
needed. If there is no change to both the implementation procedures and the identification and
support structures, classroom level changes made by teachers will continue to result in a lack of
support for students who are struggling. The result will be response to intervention minus the in-
tervention, and this is neither desirable nor sustainable.
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