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Introduction

Throughout life, we often determine our actions using three criteria: (1) things 
we must do, (2) things we need to do, and (3) things we want to do. First are 
things we must do. Regardless of our own personal preferences and opinions, 

a higher authority has deemed a specific action mandatory, and punitive repercus-
sions are usually applied if we fail to comply. An obvious example of a must-do 
action is paying taxes. A property tax bill is not a suggestion, a recommendation, or 
a donation. Even if we philosophically disagree with the government’s authority to 
collect taxes or the specifics of the tax code, all citizens must pay their taxes or face 
the consequences.

The second criterion that guides our actions are things that we need to do. Need-
to-do actions include those we deem important, regardless of personal likes or dis-
likes. An example of this might be eating a balanced diet. While no law states we 
must meet daily governmental dietary guidelines, most people would agree that eat-
ing more fruits and vegetables and cutting down on processed sugars and saturated 
fats is best for long-term health. The thing about a need-to-do action is that just 
because we believe we should do an action, there is no guarantee we will actually 
do it.

Finally, there are things that we want to do. We are motivated to do these things by 
more than the logic of a likely benefit. Instead, an internal desire drives us. As chil-
dren, our individual likes influence our wants, such as, “I like cookies, so I think I’ll 
eat one or two or ten.” But as we mature, our values, commitments, and experiences 
deeply influence our wants. Consider a new parent getting up in the middle of the 
night to feed a crying baby. There is no law requiring parents to feed a newborn in 
the middle of the night, but if you have been that parent, you know you are drawn 
from your bed by more than logic or guilt. There is a deeper, internal desire to soothe 
and protect your child. You might not like getting up at two in the morning, but you 
want to help your baby.
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2 BEST PRACTICES AT TIER 2, ELEMENTARY

Decisions in life become harder when there is conflict between what we must do, 
what we need to do, and what we want to do. For example, “I really need to work 
out, but I’d rather sit on the couch and watch TV.” Likewise, our easiest decisions 
are made when an action aligns to all three criteria—what you are required to do is 
something you believe you need to do, and you would want to do it regardless of the 
external mandate.

As educators, we use these three criteria in our professional lives. For example, let’s 
apply them to the central topic of this book: response to intervention (RTI).

The Three Criteria and RTI
Also commonly referred to as a multitiered system of supports (MTSS), RTI has 

been federally mandated in the United States since the last reauthorization of spe-
cial education (Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act [IDEIA], 
2004). Each state has subsequently written regulations with specific implementa-
tion guidelines. For U.S. schools receiving federal or state funding, RTI is a must 
do. Subsequently, many schools approach RTI implementation like a citizen paying 
his or her taxes; they begrudgingly offer the very minimum required and look for 
loopholes around the work when possible. Approaching RTI with this minimal-
ist, defensive attitude is unlikely to inspire the faculty or significantly improve stu-
dent learning.

The purpose of RTI is to create a systematic process to ensure every student receives 
the additional time and support needed to learn at high levels, as Simplifying Response 
to Intervention (Buffum, Mattos, & Weber, 2012) notes:

RTI’s underlying premise is that schools should not delay providing help 
for struggling students until they fall far enough behind to qualify for spe-
cial education, but instead should provide timely, targeted, systematic 
interventions to all students who demonstrate the need. (p. xiii)

Virtually every school has students who would benefit from additional help, and 
it is unrealistic to expect individual teachers—working in isolation—to meet the 
diverse needs of all the students assigned to his or her classroom. Based on these 
undeniable facts, most educators see the need to provide systematic interventions in 
their school.

To achieve this goal, educators should implement the practices proven to be most 
effective. When it comes to how schools should structure systematic interventions, 
the research and evidence have never been more conclusive—RTI is the most effec-
tive way to intervene. Educator and researcher John Hattie (2018) completed the 
most comprehensive meta-analysis on the prevailing research on RTI and finds an 
outstanding 1.29 standard deviation rate per school year. To put this in perspective, 
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3Introduction

Hattie equates a 1.0 impact rate to growth of two to three grade levels in a single 
school year (Hattie, 2009). Schools are expected to ensure every student succeeds, so 
the need to implement RTI is undeniable.

But just like improving your diet, just acknowledging the need is not sufficient 
to ensure you actually commit to doing it. Changing your diet impacts more than 
a lone meal, a single day, or a few weeks; it requires an everyday, ongoing lifestyle 
change. Implementing RTI successfully is no different, and this level of change is 
hard. Overwhelmed by the day-to-day demands of the job and overburdened with 
layers of must-do reform initiatives, it is not surprising that many well-intentioned 
educators find it difficult to fully commit to implementing RTI.

However, we have had the distinct honor of working with schools fully committed 
to the RTI process—they want to do it! They embrace the need and would continue 
the practices regardless of federal, state, and local mandates. These schools did not 
develop this desire prior to starting RTI implementation; instead, they developed it 
during implementation. Most people become committed to something once they see 
that it works. While undoubtedly some staff members at these schools began their 
RTI journey viewing it as a mandate, they committed when they saw evidence of 
their efforts helping more students learn. Positive results drive their powerful transi-
tion from must do to want to do. Unless a school drives its RTI efforts for improving 
student learning, instead of merely complying to mandates, it is unlikely the faculty 
will ever fully commit to the process. And improving the achievement of struggling 
students requires effective interventions.

The Importance of Effective Interventions
To create a systematic, multitiered intervention process, a school must develop 

some big-picture, schoolwide processes and structures. For example, because RTI 
requires staff collaboration, the formation of essential teams—teacher teams, a (site) 
leadership team, and an intervention team—is necessary. The school must schedule 
time within the contractual day for team collaboration, and teams must dedicate 
intervention time within the master schedule. The school must create timely pro-
cesses for schoolwide identification of students in need of help and identify staff 
to lead specific interventions. These considerations are necessary building blocks 
that create the school’s systematic response when students need additional time 
and support.

But equally important, a system of interventions is only as effective as its individ-
ual interventions (Buffum et al., 2012). If a school builds a system of interventions 
with ineffective instructional practices, all students will have access to instruction 
that is not working. Ineffective interventions fail not only students but also the 
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4 BEST PRACTICES AT TIER 2, ELEMENTARY

faculty, who will get frustrated because their commitment does not result in student 
improvement and success. Without results, staff  commitment will wane, and at best, 
they will view future eff orts as must-do actions.

Th erefore, the purpose of this book is to provide specifi c, proven instructional 
practices and processes to improve a school’s Tier 2 supplemental interventions. 
But before we dig deeply into these practices, it is critical to build clarity on some 
essential vocabulary, starting with what we mean by Tier 2 and how it fi ts into a 
larger MTSS.

 The RTI at Work Pyramid
After working with hundreds of schools and districts around the world, we have 

found that many use RTI jargon, coupled with a general lack of specifi city on what 
the terminology means. With this in mind, we have carefully rethought and revised 
the traditional RTI pyramid. We refer to our visual framework as the RTI at Work 
pyramid, as shown in fi gure I.1 . We call it RTI at Work because it leverages research-
based processes to ensure student learning—professional learning communities 
(PLCs) and RTI.

Universal 
Screening and 

Diagnostic 
Assessments

Schoolwide Team 
Responsibilities

Teacher Team 
Responsibilities

Certain Access 
to Tier 2

Tier 3: Intensive remediation Tier 3: Intensive remediation 
in universal skillsin universal skills

Tier 2: Additional time and support to learn Tier 2: Additional time and support to learn 
essential behavior and academic standardsessential behavior and academic standards

Tier 1: Access to essential grade-level standards for all studentsTier 1: Access to essential grade-level standards for all students

Reading

Writing

Number Sense

English Language

Social and Academic 
Behaviors

Health and 
Home

Source: Buff um, Mattos, & Malone, 2018, p. 18. 
Figure I.1: The RTI at Work pyramid.
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5Introduction

At first glance, you will probably notice our pyramid is upside down. This is 
because we fi nd some educators misinterpret the traditional RTI pyramid as a new 
way to qualify students for special education. States, provinces, and school districts 
visually reinforce this conclusion when they place special education at the top of the 
pyramid, as shown in fi gure I.2 .

Tier 3
Intensive 

Interventions

Tier 2
Supplemental 
Interventions

Tier 1
Core Program

Special Education

Source: Buff um et al., 2018, p. 19.
Figure I.2: RTI pyramid with special education at the top.

To challenge this negative view of the traditional pyramid, we inverted it to create 
the RTI at Work pyramid (see fi gure I.1, page  4), so we could focus interventions on 
a single point—each individual student. See fi gure I.3 .

Tier 3

Tier 2

Tier 1

Each Student

Source: Buff um et al., 2018, p. 19.
Figure I.3: Inverted RTI at Work pyramid.
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13Introduction

Some Schools or Districts Rely Too Heavily on Purchased 
Intervention Products to Provide Tier 2 Interventions
There are a couple of significant drawbacks to these programs. First, there is no 

guarantee that the curricular focus of the product aligns with team-identified essen-
tial standards. When this is the case, teachers tend to let the intervention program 
drive their Tier 1 curriculum instruction. Second, multiple students can struggle 
on the same essential standard but not for the same reason. Many intervention pro-
grams lack the ability to accurately diagnose why a student fails to learn. There are 
some very good, scientific research-based products available that can become power-
ful, targeted tools in a school’s intervention toolbox—but there is no single solution 
for all students who struggle.

Many Schools Perpetuate Ineffective Instructional Practices 
When we work with schools, we often have staff list their current site interven-

tions. Commonly, Tier 2 lists include things like lunchtime or after-school help, 
study halls, the resource room, instructional aides, and in-class flexible groupings. 
These are all interventions research concludes are generally ineffective (Buffum et al., 
2012; Hattie, 2009). When it comes to interventions, giving students at risk more 
of what is not working is not the answer. Common sense tells us this, yet many 
schools continue to build their intervention systems with practices that don’t work, 
have never worked, and have no promise of getting better results the following year 
(Buffum et al., 2012).

In this book, you will learn about how to avoid these mistakes as well as discover 
effective strategies and tools for implementing Tier 2 supports to help all students 
learn at high levels. 

In This Book
We wrote this book for practitioners. It is part of a three-book series on best 

instructional practices for each tier of the RTI process. 

The interventions in this book focus on ongoing processes, not programs, in Tier 2 
supports. These processes are grounded in proven instructional practices and applica-
ble in virtually all grade levels and subjects and for all student demographics. 

Simply stated, the intent of Tier 2 intervention is to provide additional time and 
support beyond initial instruction to prevent students from falling behind. We have 
a profound desire to help schools and teams become more effective in providing Tier 
2 targeted intervention to help all students learn at high levels. Through extensive 
experiences—both good and sometimes not so good—research, and best practice, 
we have discovered both cultural and structural practices that strengthen learning, 
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14 BEST PRACTICES AT TIER 2, ELEMENTARY

support teams, and lead to high levels of learning for every student. Throughout this 
book, you will see a clear structure for each chapter divided into the following four 
sections. 

1. Why We Need to Do Things Differently: Each chapter presents
research and practical examples to build a compelling case for doing
things differently.

2. Here’s How: Each chapter provides templates, practical strategies,
and real-school examples of what effective Tier 2 interventions look
like in schools that have been successful.

3. Big Ideas: At the conclusion of each chapter, we share the chapter’s
big ideas. These big ideas should serve as the critical points for you
and your teams to consider when planning your next steps.

4. Key Considerations Rubric: Designed to assess your team or
school’s current reality, each chapter concludes with statements in a
rubric. These statements are designed to guide your school or team
thinking and stimulate deep conversations as you move forward.

As we look forward, each chapter of the following chapters focuses on select foun-
dational principles of effective Tier 2 interventions. Each of these foundational prin-
ciples is essential as schools create targeted time and support for students.

 ᐁ Chapter 1 makes a case for working in highly effective teams and the 
why behind the need to identify essential standards (a guaranteed 
and viable curriculum). It also explains why teams must use common 
formative assessments that target specific skills, allowing teams to 
intervene more effectively.

 ᐁ Chapter 2 clarifies the difference among Tier 1 initial instruction, 
Tier 2 supplemental interventions, and Tier 3 intensive remediation. 
It also defines the roles for each team (teacher teams, leadership 
team, and an intervention team) essential to building an effective 
intervention structure, along with ideas for who could be included on 
each team.

 ᐁ Chapter 3 begins to get to the how of Tier 2 interventions. It 
focuses on processes that help teams identify essential standards and 
deconstruct standards into measurable learning targets. This shared 
clarity in the standards and targets leads to Tier 2 interventions that 
address specific skills.

 ᐁ Usable data is a critical component of an effective intervention 
structure. Chapter 4 discusses strategies for using the correct kind of 
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