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Introduction

To assist educators with planning for MTSS, the Center on Multi-Tiered System of Supports at
the American Institutes for Research (MTSS Center) has developed this information brief. This
brief provides a definition of MTSS, reviews the essential MTSS components, and outlines our
approach to implementation of MTSS within school sites.

Since 2007, the MTSS Center and its parent company, the American Institutes for Research,
have provided comprehensive, ongoing professional learning opportunities on MTSS to
hundreds of districts in more than 40 states. In our approach to MTSS, we focus on ensuring
consensus among key personnel, building the capacity of educators to sustain implementation,
and leveraging existing resources to create a manageable action plan. We provide a layered,
systematic, and comprehensive approach that builds readiness and understanding at the
district level, from which we then build capacity and provide support to school teams and local
educators. We have worked with large and small school districts in rural, urban, and suburban
settings across the United States and internationally, conducting needs assessment, facilitating
virtual and in-person professional learning, and providing direct and ongoing coaching.

The What: Defining MTSS and Its Components

Our understanding of MTSS and approach to implementation was developed from more than
15 years of experience supporting state departments, school districts, school sites, and local
educators with MTSS. In creating a practical definition and applied method for MTSS, we
leveraged extensive local expertise and collaborated with leading national experts. As such, the
MTSS Center defines MTSS as follows:

A multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) is a proactive and preventative
framework that integrates data and instruction to maximize student
success from a strengths-based perspective. MTSS offers a framework
for educators to engage in data-based decision making to ensure
positive outcomes for districts, schools, teachers, students, and families.
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MTSS offers a reorganization of the school setting and how educators provide instruction and
supports to students. By implementing MTSS, educators can experience some of the following

benefits:

<

MTSS helps appropriately identify students with disabilities.

Encouraging practitioners to implement MTSS enables them to improve the
performance of students. Further, the MTSS Center knows that MTSS implementation
will contribute to a more meaningful identification of learning needs of students;
improve instructional quality; and provide all students with the best opportunities to
succeed in school. In turn, practitioners can increase the accurate identification of
students with a disability.

MTSS proactively uses data to support every student.

MTSS organizes the school into layers of supports for students and proactively uses
data to match students to an appropriate level of support. It is a prevention-oriented
approach that links assessment and instruction to inform educators’ decisions about
how best to teach students. With MTSS, schools proactively screen and identify
students who are at risk for poor learning outcomes so that supports can be provided
sooner rather than later.

/ @\
% &6

MTSS creates a framework that improves the overall system and meets the
needs of individual students.

MTSS is a comprehensive framework that serves a dual purpose. By implementing
MTSS, schools can create a healthy system that meets the needs of all students and
reduces the number of students at risk for poor learning outcomes. For students who
need additional support, MTSS provides a structure to match students to an
appropriate level of support.

Through our research and decades of experience, we have identified four essential components
for a complete and successful MTSS:

e Screening
e Multi-Level Prevention System

e Progress Monitoring

e Data-Based Decision Making

Exhibit 1 illustrates the components of MTSS, as well as the infrastructure and support

mechanisms needed to support it (i.e., leadership and policy, communication and collaboration,
and professional capacity). Further, the components and infrastructure must be implemented
in an integrated manner, using culturally responsive and evidence-based practices.
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Exhibit 1. lllustration of MTSS and Its Components
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2\ Screening
0 % A systematic process for identifying students who may be at risk for poor

learning outcomes

With screening, teams select and use valid and reliable tools and processes to identify students
who are at risk for poor learning outcomes and to improve Tier 1 instruction. Educators confirm

students’ risk status using additional data or short-term progress monitoring, referred to as risk
verification.

For effective screening, schools need

brief, reliable and valid screening tools,

processes to screen all students more than once per year,

procedures to ensure consistent and accurate screening processes, and
risk verification procedures to ensure accuracy of decisions about students.
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A Multi-Level Prevention System

The organization of supports for students that includes three tiers of
intensity for instruction and intervention

When schools create a multi-level prevention system, educators can match an appropriate level

of support to each student’s needs. Tier 1 is high-quality, schoolwide programming and

supports designed to meet the needs of all students. Tier 2 is small-group, standardized

interventions that target identified needs using validated programs to support students

identified at risk for future learning outcomes. Tier 3 is intensive intervention that is intensified

and individualized based on student need.

Tier 1 should include

teaching and learning objectives that are well articulated from one grade to another and
within grade levels;

evidence-based materials that are aligned with state standards,

agreed-upon evidence-based instructional practices,

adequate time to teach content,

sufficient opportunities for students to respond, practice, and receive feedback on
taught skills, and

use of data to design and differentiate for the needs of students on, below, and above
grade level.

Tier 2 should be

delivered using standardized evidence-based interventions matched to the needs of
students,

aligned with Tier 1 and incorporate foundational skills that support the Tier 1 objectives,
delivered using evidence-based instructional practices,

led by trained staff

provided with optimal group size and dosage, and

provided in addition to Tier 1.

Tier 3 should be

individualized and intensified interventions based on student data, including diagnostic
data,

delivered using evidence-based instructional practices,

provided by trained staff experienced in individualizing instruction based on student
data, and

aligned with and complement Tier 1 on a student-by-student basis.
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Progress Monitoring
The ongoing, frequent collection and use of formal data to assess a
student’s performance

Progress-monitoring uses reliable and valid measures to (1) assess students’ performance, (2)

guantify a student’s rate of improvement or responsiveness to instruction or intervention, and
(3) evaluate the effectiveness of instruction and intervention.

Progress monitoring requires tools that
e are brief, reliable, and valid,
e are sensitive to growth,
e allow for repeated measurement, and
e have typical growth rates and end-of-year benchmarks.

Progress monitoring also requires a process that ensures
e data collection occurs at least biweekly for students receiving Tier 2 supports and at
least weekly for students receiving Tier 3 supports and that
e procedures are in place to ensure consistent and accurate administration.

| 1.2 Data-Based Decision Making
The use of screening, progress monitoring, and other forms of data to

O O
oo make decisions within MTSS

Data-based decision making includes making decisions about instruction, movement within the
multi-level prevention system, intensification of instruction and supports, allocation of
resources, and identification of students with disabilities (in accordance with state law). Data-
based decision making occurs at all levels of MTSS implementation, including individual
students, groups of students, system-level or schoolwide, and the district level.

Data-based decision making includes

e adata-driven process for making student and system-level decisions that involves
appropriate personnel with decision-making authority,

e clearly outlined decision rules,

e guidelines for setting goals,

e adata system that allows users to document and access individual student-level data
that are represented visually or graphically,

e agreed-upon decision rules that have procedures to ensure they are used consistently
and accurately.
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The Why Behind MTSS

Implementation of MTSS is connected to many positive benefits for staff, students, and
families. Key positive outcomes include the following:

&0 Increases in students graduating on time (Jimerson et al., 2016)

L J Increases in academic outcomes that are sustained over time (Dexter et al., 2008;
L _I Freeman et al., 2015; Lee & Gage, 2020; Simons et al., 2008; Solomon et al., 2012)
. Decreases in expulsions, behavioral referrals, and suspension rates (Bradshaw et
/ al., 2012; Freeman et al., 2015; Lee & Gage, 2020)

[ ] Decreases in inappropriate special education referral rates and placement
N a (Ainsworth et al., 2024; Burns et al., 2005)

* Reduction in student grade retention (Jimerson et al., 2016)

'b Positive effects on the system, including increases in instructional and planning
ﬁﬁ time, more efficient use of resources and staff, and improved organizational
health (Bradshaw et al., 2008; Horner et al., 2018; Lacireno-Paquet & Reedy, 2015)

The MTSS Center has found that rigorous implementation of MTSS includes not only defining
what MTSS is but also clarifying how to implement it. Schools design what each of the
components will look like within their sites as they clarify the “what” of MTSS, which also
includes the mindset and beliefs that support it. MTSS is a restructuring of systems and
processes in schools to support all students. It requires a shift in thinking within schools to
focus on data-based conversations, collaboration among all staff, build collective efficacy, and
establish efficient processes. With such a shift in thinking, schools can reduce issues with bias,
avoid unintended delays in identification of students who need additional support, and provide
more support for less experienced teachers.

ALL STUDENTS CAN LEARN, GIVEN THE RIGHT SUPPORT

MTSS is a unified framework that requires coordination of systems and resources to
support all students. To implement MTSS, all staff should support its use and work to
match students with the right level of support. When staff believe all students can learn
with the right supports, they can engage in continuous problem solving for all students
and seek to find variables that can be adjusted across the instruction, curriculum, and
environment. Further, educators are empowered to support students because these
variables are within their locus of control.
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Implementation: The How of MTSS

The how of MTSS refers to (1) defining your MTSS, (2) building infrastructure, and (3) collecting
and using data to evaluate progress. For sites to achieve positive student and system outcomes,

they need to attend to all aspects of implementation.

Implementation of MTSS includes

e design of the components (What will they look like for our site?),

e building of infrastructure to support the components (What structures and processes are

needed to ensure use of the components of MTSS?), and

e active use of data to monitor implementation fidelity (What data sources will inform the

implementation of MTSS as a system and its components?).

Ideally, a district leadership team would lead and guide implementation within a district and its
schools. That team oversees implementation and provides support for schools to implement
MTSS (see District Leadership Team for MTSS below). The next section focuses on steps schools
can take, but educators can find more information about MTSS at the district level with our
Guidance for District Leadership on Multi-Tiered System of Supports.

DISTRICT LEADERSHIP TEAM FOR MTSS

In our experience, MTSS is more successful when it is led by a district leadership team.
The district leadership team meets regularly to outline guidance on MTSS for teams and
provides the necessary resources and professional learning to implement.
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Build partnerships and support for MTSS.

Secure and align resources and initiatives to support MTSS,
including funding and staff time and capacity.

Outline guidance and policies on MTSS for schools.

Meet regularly to identify and resolve barriers to implementation.

Provide professional learning to schools, including initial and
ongoing training and ongoing coaching.

Evaluate implementation by analyzing fidelity data and outcomes
related to staff, students, and families.
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Implementation Steps
We offer broad steps for school leadership teams to consider.

1. Identify a School Leadership Team

Our data and experience suggest that a school leadership team dedicated to supporting,
monitoring, and evaluating MTSS results in better implementation and more positive outcomes
for sites. The leadership team can be a new team or an existing team, but it consists of
approximately 3 to 8 members and includes administration, general education representation,
and special education representation. The team meets regularly to complete its 3 key functions:

1. Lead and guide implementation of MTSS, including identifying a vision and
developing an action plan.

2. ldentify and address barriers to implementation as they come up and implement
solutions.

3. Provide resources and training to their staff so that they can implement the
practices and gather the data needed for MTSS.

Rl Y
/" 1\ e Conduct a team audit to determine which team can lead MTSS.
\ W/ e Access our MTSS Teams Tip Sheet for a general structure of teams

within MTSS.

2. Take Stock and Set a Vision

To ensure all staff understand why they are implementing MTSS, the school leadership team
needs to know where they are starting and where they are going. They take stock of their
current implementation; identify current resources and practices they have in place; and clarify
priorities by examining the needs of students, using current data and examining strategic plans
and/or legislation mandates.

Next Steps
e Take stock by using the MTSS Fidelity of Implementation Rubric.
& — e Conduct resource mapping by listing current practices, interventions,
o — and assessments used at each tier.
f m— e Use the FAIR Test to identify practices to continue to implement and

those to de-implement.
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3. Build Buy-In and Understanding of MTSS

To build understanding and support of MTSS, the school leadership team provides an
introduction and overview of MTSS to their staff. This ensures all staff are using the same
language to describe MTSS, understand MTSS for their site, and support the vision and
direction of MTSS.

Next Steps

e Identify barriers related to implementation among staff by administering
a brief survey about their concerns about implementation.
e Qutline a purpose and vision for MTSS.

4. Screen All Students

By screening all students, schools can proactively identify which students are at risk for poor
learning outcomes. At least three times per year, schools will administer screening assessments
to students and/or evaluate early warning indicators (e.g., office referrals, course grades,
attendance). Schools use that data to identify students who need additional support, but they
also conduct risk verification to ensure students are accurately identified. Further, schools use
screening data to understand the overall health of their school by identifying the percentage of
students achieving grade-level benchmarks.

Next Steps

e |dentify effective screening tools and risk verification procedures to use.

e |dentify a screening process that is efficient and manageable for staff.

e Train staff on an efficient screening method, ensuring they follow
screening processes with fidelity.

SCREENING RESOURCES -
+ What Is Screening?
*  Ensuring Fidelity of Assessment and Data Entry Procedures l . .

*  Guide to Designing the Screening Process
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5. Respond to the Data by Adjusting Core Instruction (as Needed) and Providing
Interventions to Students at Risk

School teams use data to adapt core instruction and curriculum to ensure students’ needs are
met and that they are able to access and progress in the standards-based instruction. If
screening data indicate that less than 80% of students are at or above targets, schools may
need to provide supplemental instruction on Tier 1 skills to most students to ensure their needs
are met. School teams also use screening, risk verification data, and additional diagnostic data
to match students to supplemental intervention and instruction.

Next Steps

e Use a selection process, such as the FAIR Test, to identify effective
practices at Tier 1 and effective interventions to use with students.

e Use practice guides to identify approaches to adapting core
programming and providing interventions.

e Develop decision rules to ensure consistent and accurate matching of
supports to students.

6. Progress Monitor Students and Adjust Instruction as Needed

Schools conduct progress monitoring to evaluate the extent to which interventions are
beneficial to the students receiving them. Schools gather fidelity data to determine if
interventions are provided as intended. They also gather progress-monitoring data to
determine the extent to which the intervention may be benefiting the student. Schools then
adjust interventions provided to students based on these data.

Next Steps
P ¢ e Ensure you are gathering fidelity data and progress-monitoring data.
— e For students not making adequate progress, examine additional
evidence related to alterable variables when intensifying interventions
—x VN

on instruction, curriculum, and environment.

PROGRESS-MONITORING RESOURCES

+  What Is Progress Monitoring?
« Data Graphing Tool
« National Center on Intensive Intervention Tools Chart

10 | CENTER ON MULTI-TIERED SYSTEM OF SUPPORTS | MTSS4SUCCESS.ORG version 2


https://ncsi.wested.org/resource/guiding-questions-the-fair-test/
https://intensiveintervention.org/implementation-intervention/fidelity
https://mtss4success.org/resource/webinar-intensifying-interventions-mtss
https://mtss4success.org/sites/default/files/2023-05/what-is-progress-monitoring.pdf
https://mtss4success.org/resource/student-progress-monitoring-tool-data-collection-and-graphing
https://intensiveintervention.org/tools-charts/overview

7. Reflect on MTSS Implementation and Continuously Improve

Implementation of MTSS can take several years, depending on the size of the school. To ensure
implementation is successful, schools gather data and information on their implementation
efforts to ensure they are refining their processes and improving over time. They analyze
fidelity data related to their selected practices and assessments, and they can examine data
from implementation measures (i.e., MTSS Fidelity of Implementation Rubric). They also

evaluate data on students’ outcomes. Using these data, schools can adjust their
implementation efforts to improve them over time.

Next Steps

e Gather staff input about implementation processes, including the
extent to which staff are able to gather data and implement the
necessary practices and interventions for MTSS.

e Analyze fidelity data on the practices, interventions, and assessments to
check that staff are using them accurately.

WHERE DO | GO FROM HERE?

The MTSS Center provides more training and information on a variety of topics related to
MTSS.

«  MTSS Fidelity of Implementation Rubric

*  Fidelity Within MTSS infographic

+  Essential Components of MTSS Infographic Collection

«  MTSS Infrastructure and Support Mechanisms Tip Sheets

+  Snapshot of MTSS Implementation infographic

* A Flipbook to Support Use of the Problem-Solving Model article

«  What to Do When Students Don’t Respond to Interventions article
+  Resources to support problem analysis
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