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Introduction

For too many years, education in the United States was based on the premise of 
offering students a pathway to high levels of learning. If students came from homes 
with concerned parents who took a keen interest in their children’s education, and 
thus afforded their children every possible support to augment that education, they 
were successful in obtaining these high levels of learning. If not, they were deemed 
to be not college material, or not suited for academic learning.

Fortunately, after World War II, many good jobs existed for these non-academic 
students—good jobs that provided a stable income and, in many cases, health care 
and retirement benefits. The people inhabiting these jobs became generally known 
as the middle class. For example, the percentage of males completing four or more 
years of college in 1950 was 7.3 percent and in 1960 was 9.7 percent (Snyder, 1993).

Due to the impact of the global economy, information technology, artificial intel-
ligence, and a host of other factors, the ready availability of jobs requiring only a 
high school diploma is changing rapidly and drastically. According to the Center 
on Education and the Workforce, college graduates with at least a bachelor of arts 
degree (BA) now account for 56 percent of all good jobs, due to greater demand for 
workers with at least a four-year college education (as cited in Carnevale, Smith, & 
Strohl, 2013). Nearly three out of four BA jobs (74 percent) are good jobs. Good 
jobs are defined by the Center on Education and the Workforce (2018) as those that 
pay at least $35,000 for workers twenty-five through forty-four years of age, and at 
least $45,000 for workers forty-five to sixty-four years of age (as cited in Carnevale 
et al., 2013).

The system of education in North America, once designed to give students an 
opportunity to learn, must now shift to a system that ensures all students learn. This 
book focuses on meeting the needs of those students who are not learning—those 
who have fallen furthest behind. These are students who not only struggle with what 
is currently being taught in the classroom but also struggle with basic, foundational 
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2 BEST PRACTICES AT TIER 3, SECONDARY

skills and knowledge that they should have mastered in previous school years. How 
will we prepare them for the future they face? As educators, we must ensure that our 
schools create a systematic, multitiered intervention process.

The RTI at Work model is built on the cornerstone of the Professional Learning 
Community at Work process: all students learning at high levels. Also called a multi-
tiered system of supports (MTSS), RTI is a systematic, three-level process to ensure 
every student receives the additional time and support needed to learn at high levels. 
It is commonly separated into three tiers: Tier 1 offers core instruction, Tier 2 offers 
supplemental interventions, and Tier 3 offers intensive student supports (Buffum, 
Mattos, & Malone, 2018). RTI at Work is a schoolwide approach that establishes a 
seamless connection between three components: (1) a viable, standards-aligned cur-
riculum and research-based instructional practices; (2) a comprehensive assessment 
system; and (3) use of the problem-solving approach grounded in the PLC at Work 
process. RTI at Work is not a wait-to-fail model. It is a proactive model that focuses 
on providing timely and targeted support to each student to extend or support learn-
ing at the earliest moment. The RTI at Work model is grounded in the collaborative 
practices of a PLC that creates the system and structures necessary for teams to work 
together to meet the targeted needs of every learner beginning at Tier 1.

The Importance of Effective Interventions
Creating a systematic, multitiered intervention process requires development of 

some big-picture, schoolwide processes and structures. For example, because RTI 
requires staff collaboration, the formation of essential teams—a site leadership team, 
teacher teams, and an intervention team—is necessary. Teachers must schedule time 
within the contractual day for team collaboration, and they must dedicate inter-
vention time within the master schedule. Teachers must create timely processes for 
schoolwide identification of students in need of help, and the school must iden-
tify 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 can only be as effective as the indi-
vidual interventions of which it is comprised (Buffum, Mattos, & Weber, 2012). If a 
site builds a system of interventions with ineffective instructional practices, students 
will not benefit. Ineffective interventions not only fail students but also frustrate fac-
ulty; the teachers have committed to RTI, but the students are not improving. Without 
positive results, staff commitment will wane, and at best, future efforts will be viewed 
as “something we have to do.”
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3Introduction

In the book Taking Action: A Handbook for RTI at Work (Buffum et al., 2018), the 
authors define the word intervention as follows:

An intervention is anything a school does above and beyond what all 
students receive to help certain students succeed academically. If all 
students receive a particular instructional practice or service, it is part 
of the school’s core instructional program. But if the school provides 
a specific practice, program, or service to some students, it is an 
intervention. Intervention and remediation are not merely provided 
for academic skills. Behavior, attendance, and health services can be 
interventions as well as enrichment for students who have already 
mastered essential grade-level standards. (p. 27)

There are three levels of intervention that occur in the RTI at Work process: (1) 
prevention, (2) intervention, and (3) remediation. When students receive additional 
help as part of the core instruction delivered at Tier 1 prior to the end-of-unit assess-
ment, we call this kind of intervention prevention. When students receive additional 
support following an end-of-unit assessment, we call this kind of intervention simply 
intervention. When students receive additional help to address the gaps in founda-
tional skills and knowledge from prior school years, we call this kind of interven-
tion remediation.

The purpose of this book is to provide specific, proven instructional practices and 
processes that will improve a school’s Tier 3 intensive interventions—remediation. 
But before we dig deeply into these practices, it is critical that we build clarity on 
some essential vocabulary and how Tier 3 remediation fits into a larger multitiered 
system of support.

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

found the use of lots of RTI jargon but a general lack of specificity on what the 
terminology means. In Taking Action: A Handbook for RTI at Work, Austin Buffum, 
Mike Mattos, and Janet Malone (2018) carefully rethought and revised the tradi-
tional RTI pyramid in order to help clarify this terminology. We refer to our visual 
framework as the RTI at Work pyramid. See figure I.1 (page 4).

At first glance, you probably noticed that our pyramid is upside-down. We have 
found that some educators misinterpret the traditional RTI pyramid as a new way to 
qualify students for special education (see figure I.2, page 4). States, provinces, and 
school districts visually reinforce this conclusion when they place special education 
at the top of the pyramid.© H
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12 BEST PRACTICES AT TIER 3, SECONDARY

4. Believing some students are incapable of learning at high levels: 
In Taking Action (Buffum et al., 2018), the authors write, “Virtually 
all educators believe their students can learn, but many believe that 
how much a student can learn varies depending on his or her innate 
abilities and demographic background” (p. 9).

In too many schools, faculty regard students who come from economically dis-
advantaged homes, many times minority and English learners, as “less academic” 
and thus less capable than peers who come from more advantaged homes. While 
educators may acknowledge that a student’s ethnicity, native language, and economic 
status do not reduce the student’s innate ability to learn, minority students, English 
learners, and economically disadvantaged students are overrepresented in special 
education (Brantlinger, 2006; Ferri & Connor, 2006; Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, 
Gallini, Simmons, & Feggins-Azziz, 2006). How can Tier 3 remediation be effective 
when educators begin with the assumption that some students can’t learn at high 
levels because they lack some mysterious innate ability?

About This Book
As with all RTI at Work resources, this book is for practitioners by practitioners. It 

is part of a three-book series on best instructional practices for each tier of the RTI 
model. A vast majority of this book was written by two exceptional educators, Paula 
Rogers and W. Richard Smith. For them, the PLC at Work process and RTI model 
are not theories, for they have lived both and gained the type of firsthand, practical 
knowledge that can only be acquired through doing the work at a very high level. 
Local, state, and national public education agencies have recognized them as out-
standing classroom teachers, site administrators, and district leaders. Both have led 
model PLC at Work schools and districts, advised state and national policymakers, 
and helped schools across the world. They were selected to connect their expertise 
and ideas to the overall RTI at Work process.

The interventions in this book focus on ongoing processes, not programs. These 
processes are grounded in proven instructional practices, and applicable at virtually 
all grades, in all subjects, and for all student demographics. Equally important, these 
interventions should not require the hiring of additional staff, buying additional 
resources, or extending the school day. Instead, it is about using your current time 
and resources in more targeted, effective ways. It is not about asking a school staff to 
work harder, but instead to work collectively smarter. Putting these ideas into prac-
tice will help more students learn and, in turn, transition your faculty from seeing 
RTI as a “Do we have to?” to “We want to!”
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13Introduction

In this book, we also address the formation, role, and functions of the leadership 
team (sometimes called the guiding coalition), the school intervention team, the 
behavior intervention team, and collaborative teacher teams. The leadership team 
at a school consists of key staff members and works to ensure that there is focused 
staff commitment, collaborative team planning, schoolwide programmatic imple-
mentation, and consistent monitoring of the school’s efforts toward the growth and 
development of all students. The leadership team works closely with the intervention 
teams and teacher teams. We will provide clear explanations and examples of how 
schools form intervention teams, as well as dictate their role and function as they 
address the learning and behavior needs of all students in Tier 3.

All chapters in this book include information on how the foundations at Tiers 1 
and 2 support Tier 3, as well as helpful scenarios and a myriad of practical tools and 
strategies to support the implementation of the practices described.

Chapter 1 firmly establishes the prerequisite relationship and necessity for func-
tioning of Tier 1 and Tier 2 as the foundation for effective Tier 3 implementation. 
It addresses the pitfalls and stumbling blocks to successful implementation as a cau-
tionary warning to readers as schools plan Tier 3 implementation. This chapter dis-
cusses the relationship between effective collaboration in a PLC environment and 
Tier 3 as a foundational element to successful implementation. Chapter 2 addresses 
the need for a school’s staff to be committed and share the responsibility to ensure 
the learning of all students. Staff commitment is foundational to ensuring that stu-
dents with the greatest behavioral and learning needs are met by meaningful Tier 3 
implementation. This chapter offers tools and strategies to assist in solidifying staff 
commitment and shared responsibility for the success of all students.

Chapter 3 outlines the organizational structures of the leadership and intervention 
teams as well as shared considerations regarding the relationship of Tier 3 to these 
critical teams. We devote an entire chapter to these two teams because of the essen-
tial role they play in the RTI at Work process at Tier 3. This chapter also examines 
the relationship between special education and Tier 3.

Chapter 4 focuses on best practices during Tier 3 design. It emphasizes the need 
for schools to be pragmatic and clear in purpose, the design, and the outcomes they 
seek for students in Tier 3. This chapter seeks to provide clarity through critical 
design questions that both the leadership and intervention teams must consider as 
they work for meaning and effective implementation of Tier 3.

Chapter 5 provides specific processes and practical examples for using multiple 
types of assessment to identify students’ targeted needs. This chapter articulates 
the purpose for using ongoing assessment and the importance of general education 
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14 BEST PRACTICES AT TIER 3, SECONDARY

teachers and intervention teachers working together to align the goals or learning 
targets being addressed in intervention to course-specific essential standards. 

Chapter 6 offers a detailed explanation of the critical importance of explicitly 
teaching essential academic and social behaviors as well as specific examples of how 
to support students needing intensive behavior intervention at Tier 3. This chapter 
provides both research and practical examples for the leadership team, intervention 
team, and teacher teams to use as they teach and intervene in the area of behavior.

Chapter 7 details examples of practices that schools use when building a strong 
academic foundation at Tiers 1 and 2 as well as strategies for students needing 
intense support at Tier 3. This chapter emphasizes the importance of genuine collab-
oration and proactive team planning with the needs of all learners in mind. It offers 
practical examples supporting the goal of high levels of learning for all.

Chapter 8 provides activities and tools educators can use as they learn and apply 
the principles of RTI at Work. Each activity is accompanied with an explanation of 
how it supports Tier 3. This chapter is intended to help all teams as they learn and 
grow together.

The strategies and tools provided in this book are designed to accelerate and pro-
vide critical considerations for implementation of meaningful and effective Tier 3 
interventions. Effective implementation of Tier 3 at the secondary level will provide 
opportunities for many students who are desperately in need of behavioral and learn-
ing support. Effective and targeted Tier 3 support for these students is the critical 
element to ensure their success during the school years and beyond.
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