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RTI: The Basics

Response to intervention (RTI) has become an important school reform 
initiative in recent years and has infl uenced educators at almost every 
level over the last decade.2,5,9 Initially the RTI process was intended 
to provide a more fair and objective way to identify students with 
learning disabilities.4 In theory, if a student responded positively to 
an individualised, targeted, intensive instructional intervention, their 
response to that intervention would suggest that the student did 
not have a learning disability. In such a case, the student’s positive 
response would not indicate a long-term need for more intensive 
instruction in order to master the required reading or mathematics 
content.3 Thus, the original intention of RTI was to provide educators 
with a fair, easy way to implement diagnostic tools.

However, educators soon realised that they could use the RTI 
process to better address the needs of many students in the general 
education classroom, so the use of RTI quickly grew far beyond the 
original diagnostic purpose. Several students responded very well 
to supplemental intensive instruction and for those students such 
intensive instruction seemed to be required for them to succeed. 
For many students, RTI led to rather dramatic achievement gains 
over two or three assessment periods. Research now shows that RTI, 
when implemented robustly, will dramatically increase the academic 
achieve ment of many students5,8 and this, in turn, will positively impact 
the achievement curve for the entire school. Hattie’s research,8 in 
particular, indicates that RTI is one of the most impactful initiatives 
that schools can undertake to increase academic achievement. 
For this reason, schools around the nation have restructured their 
schedules, resources and teaching staff assignments to make rigorous 
RTI possible in reading and mathematics across year levels.2

RTI: A Vision of Hope in Education

The best way to understand RTI is to begin with a single vision: the purpose of 
RTI is to change a student’s life! From this perspective, RTI represents a vision 
of hope in education – the hope that all students struggling with academic 
content will be provided with the level of intensive instruction they need in 
order to succeed. 

We educators simply must change many students’ 
trajectory of learning from a trajectory that leads to 

failure in life to a trajectory that leads to success.1 

In virtually every classroom today, teachers can identify students struggling with 
academic problems in reading, mathematics or behaviour and teachers want to 
help. However, the time constraints in the typical general education class, along 
with the educational needs of all the other students, often prevent teachers 
from spending the time and effort needed to help correct a student’s reading, 
maths or behaviour problem. In short, every teacher has felt that “pull” on their 
time. RTI is, in its simplest form, a systematic way to restructure resources 
such that every student who needs it receives intensive instruction in read-
ing,6 maths3,7 or behaviour support in order to help them succeed.

In the academic arena, RTI is a system in which teachers are empowered to pro-
vide a daily intensive and supplemental intervention to address each student’s 
targeted specifi c academic problems and use the weekly or daily performance 
monitoring to document how the student responds to that intervention in 
reading, maths or both.1 In an effective RTI process, teachers will be provided 
the resources and assistance they need to assist all struggling students. In that 
sense, RTI represents the way almost all teachers have always wanted to teach 
– targeted specifi c learning needs for each student and having the time and 
resources to address those instructional needs. In that manner, the RTI process 
represents next-century teaching at its best!
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