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Comments on Three Papers Addressing the Question:
“How many tiers are needed within RTI to achieve accept-
able prevention outcomes and to achieve acceptable pat-

terns of LD identification?”

I enjoyed reading the papers by
Sharon Vaughn, Randi O’Connor and David
Tilly and will try to synthesize their findings
in this short commentary.  The authors are to
be commended for their work in addressing
the concept of intervention tiers and eligi-
bility for special education.  While all three
papers focus upon the impact of RTI, they
do it in two distinct ways.  In my mind, the
articles by Vaughn and O’Connor are con-
trolled research studies run as scientific ex-
periments.  They use random assignment of
students, control groups, review treatment
integrity and typically there are clear pa-
rameters for treatment variables related to
duration of implementation.  Tilly’s article
takes another route. It is a description of
how the Problem Solving Model is imple-
mented with almost a quarter of Iowa’s stu-
dent enrollment.  His article about this im-
pressive effort is similar to a program
evaluation report one might see for any large
scale project implementation.  It includes
large sample sizes for students and schools,
and a considerable professional development
component for over 130 schools. I think
both approaches to research and evaluation
are to be applauded and can be used to ad-
dress the question, “How many tiers are
needed within RTI to achieve acceptable
prevention outcomes and to achieve accept-
able patterns of LD identification?”

Let’s first review the RTI models
and the research/evaluation designs de-
scribed in these papers.

“How Many Tiers Are Needed for Re-
sponse to Intervention to Achieve Accept-
able Prevention Outcomes” by Sharon
Vaughn

Sharon Vaughn describes a three tier
Response to Intervention approach to help-
ing kindergarten through 3rd grade students
in the area of literacy.  Tier I is mostly core
reading instruction provided by the class-
room teacher to all general education stu-
dents for approximately 90 minutes per day.
The reading interventions are strongly tied
to research-based practice in phonemic
awareness, alphabetic understanding, flu-
ency, vocabulary and comprehension.
Monitoring of student performance is criti-
cal in Tier I and occurs three times per year.
There is maximum effort to provide an on-
going, scientifically based professional de-
velopment program to participating school
staff.

Tier II for Vaughn’s studies is sup-
plemental to the core reading program.
These sessions last about 30 minutes daily
and progress is monitored twice per month.
Recipients of this instruction are those stu-
dents who have not responded to Tier I in-
struction and is determined by falling below
documented early literacy benchmarks ap-
propriate the student’s grade level.  The in-
tervention is provided by general education,
special education or project staff and lasts
approximately 10-20 weeks.  Students were
randomly assigned to these intervention
groups.



Marston, D. (2003, December). Comments on Three Papers Addressing the Question: “How many tiers are needed
within RTI to achieve acceptable prevention outcomes and to achieve acceptable patterns of LD identification?”
Paper presented at the National Research Center on Learning Disabilities Responsiveness-to-Intervention Sympo-
sium, Kansas City, MO.

Tier III is for those students not re-
sponding to Tier II interventions and is more
“intensive” and “strategic.”  Whereas Tier II
interventions occurred in small groups, Tier
III is provided typically in 1:3 groups by an
intervention specialist from the school or
project staff.  These custom built sessions
are implemented in two 30 minute sessions
per day.  Monitoring of student performance
continues to occur twice per month.  Length
of Tier III interventions can be significantly
longer than the 10 to 20 week Tier II inter-
ventions.

“Tiers of Intervention in Kindergarten
Through Third Grade” by Rollanda E.
O’Connor

Randi O’Connor’s study, which in
many ways is similar to Vaughn’s, also pro-
vides a strong experimental research design.
She outlines a three tier approach for stu-
dents in kindergarten through 3rd grade.
Core reading instruction for all students is
the centerpiece of Tier I.  Again, there is a
strong commitment to ongoing professional
development that builds upon scientifically-
based reading interventions related to the
five major elements also described in the
Vaughn article. Student improvement is
measured three times per year with literacy
indicators.

O’Connor’s Tier II intervention is
provided in small group (typically 1:4) and
is conducted three days per week at 15 min-
utes for kindergarten students and 20-25
minutes for older students. The project re-
searcher provides the instruction to students
who did not make literacy benchmarks dur-
ing core reading instruction during Tier I.
The intervention is designed specifically for
the struggling student.  O’Connor notes her
studies differ from Vaughn’s in two impor-
tant ways, (1) the O’Connor Tier II inter-

ventions focus on student weaknesses, and
(2) Tier II interventions can vary in length
from 8 weeks to several years.

The Tier III interventions in
O’Connor’s study are provided daily by a
project researcher in 1:1 or 1:2 settings.
These interventions are for those students
who did not make good reading progress,
which was defined as “progress commensu-
rate with the growth of average readers.”

“How Many Tiers Are Needed for Suc-
cessful Prevention and Early Interven-
tion?: Heartland Area Education
Agency’s Evolution from Four to Three
Tiers” by W. David Tilly III

As mentioned earlier, Tilly reports
on a project of considerable magnitude, the
implementation of the Problem Solving
Model in the state of Iowa.  He notes that
Heartland AEA, where the study was con-
ducted, serves almost 25% of the state stu-
dent population.  His paper provided data
from 136 schools.

In his paper the author describes how
Heartland AEA, over a ten year period, has
evolved from a four tier Problem Solving
process to a three tier system.  It is the three
tier system, which is central to the Heartland
Early Literacy Project (HELP), which pro-
vides the data for his article.  While the Tilly
project lacks the experimental design of the
Vaughn and O’Connor studies, it compen-
sates with large sample sizes, many schools
implementing the model, and evidence of
bringing RTI to scale.

Project HELP grew from 36 schools
in 1999 to 121 schools by the 2003-4 school
year.  In Level 1 (or Tier I) all students are
involved in the Core Instructional Curricu-
lum.  Level 2 or (or Tier II) is known as
Core Instruction and Supplemental Instruc-
tional Resources.  Level 3 (or Tier III) is
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called Core Instruction and Intensive Re-
sources.  Tilly makes clear that two impor-
tant assumptions operate at each level: ap-
plied scientific method known as Problem
Solving and use of scientific-based practices
during intervention.

In the area of Problem Solving the
practitioner must answer four interrelated
questions: (1) what is the problem, (2) why
is it happening, (3) what do we do about it,
and (4) is the intervention working?   Some
of the scientific-based practices provided in
Project HELP include:  Curriculum-based
Measurement, Curriculum-based Evaluation,
Functional Analysis of Behavior and Posi-
tive Behavioral Supports, Direct Instruction,
Peer Assisted Learning Strategies, Learning
Strategy Instruction, and Dynamic Indica-
tors of Basic Early Literacy Skills.

Paramount to implementation of the
three levels is a large scale screening of all
students.  Through each of the three levels
there is a strong professional development
component outlining instructional strategies
to be used with struggling students.  Moni-
toring of student performance of two to
three times per year is also required.  Early
literacy indicators focused on phoneme
segmentation, nonsense word fluency, and
oral reading fluency.  The duration of indi-
vidual sessions or the number of sessions
was not specified for each level.  In addition,
the size of instructional groupings was not
described.  It appears instruction was pro-
vided “in different ways by different con-
stellations of teachers in each building.”

How the Three Studies are Linked

One reason these three articles ef-
fectively address our key question is they
contain the basic principles of the response
to intervention model.  In the Common
Ground Report (2002), published by the

National Research Center for Learning Dis-
abilities, eight professional groups met to
discuss and agree on the core elements of a
Response to Intervention Model.

• National Association of School Psy-
chologists

• American Speech-Language-Hearing
Association

• Council for Exceptional Chil-
dren/Division for Learning Disabili-
ties

• International Reading Association
• Association for Higher Education

and Disability
• International Dyslexia Association
• Learning Disabilities Association of

America
• National Center for Learning Dis-

abilities

  This group generated 14 consensus
statements related to Identification, Eligibil-
ity, and Intervention.  If we examine each
statement and the extent to which it applies
to the RTI methods used in these three pa-
pers, for the most part, the models and data
presented by Vaughn, O’Connor, and Tilly
are consistent with these principles.  Let’s
look at the consensus statements with a brief
comment on each.

Identification

“Identification should include a student-
centered, comprehensive evaluation and
problem-solving approach that ensures
students who have a specific learning
disability are efficiently identified.”
Comment:  Vaughn, O’Connor, and
Tilly all qualify here.  All have elabo-
rated on a multi-tier design in which stu-
dents not responding to interventions re-
ceive increasingly more intensive in-
struction.  There are typically several
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types of assessments used to evaluate
student performance.

“Regular education must assume active
responsibility for delivery of high-
quality instruction, research-based inter-
ventions, and prompt identification of
individuals at risk while collaborating
with special education and related serv-
ices personnel.”  Comment:  For all
three research studies Tier I is primarily
a general education activity.  All three
specify the significance of using re-
search-based interventions and there
appears to be considerable professional
development in literacy instruction. Two
II interventions are delivered by a mix of
general and special educators.  Indeed,
the level of collaboration of general and
special education staff is increased at
Tier II.  Tier III also is a mix of general
and special education, although it seems
the provision of services may begin tilt-
ing toward specialists with more experi-
ence with intensive interventions and
students with greater needs.

Eligibility

“The ability-achievement discrepancy
formula should not be used for deter-
mining eligibility.”  Comment:  A fore-
gone conclusion – the formula is not
even mentioned by any of the authors,
although Tilly provides a brief review of
traditional eligibility systems using IQ
tests.

“Decisions regarding eligibility for spe-
cial education services must draw from
information collected from a compre-
hensive individual evaluation using mul-
tiple methods and sources of relevant

information.”  Comment:  For all three
papers there are a variety of indices,
typically literacy measures, used to se-
lect those students that need increasingly
more intensive instruction.  It should
also be noted here that the content of the
evaluation summary report used during
special education eligibility would look
different in the RTI model.  That is, in
addition to the reporting of a variety of
assessments often used during evalua-
tion, there would be a detailed descrip-
tion of the interventions tried with the
student and the extent to which the stu-
dent did not respond.  The specificity of
these descriptions will improve the
“comprehensive” nature of the individ-
ual evaluation which should improve
IEP planning and lead to more appropri-
ate interventions in special education.

“Decisions on eligibility must be made
through an interdisciplinary team, using
informed clinical judgment, directed by
relevant data, and based on student
needs and strengths.”  Comment: The
three articles do not describe in any de-
tail the activities of the interdisciplinary
team in the RTI model.  Given federal
law and the role of the team in eligibility
decisions, it is an area to be included, if
not emphasized, in future research.

“Decisions on eligibility must be made
in a timely manner.”  Comments:  Time-
lines in Tier II are specified by Vaughn
and implemented in a timely manner.
O’Connor and Tilly were less specific.
This is an important area and researchers
should also include this in future studies.

“Based on an individualized evaluation
and continuous progress monitoring, a
student who has been identified as hav-



Marston, D. (2003, December). Comments on Three Papers Addressing the Question: “How many tiers are needed
within RTI to achieve acceptable prevention outcomes and to achieve acceptable patterns of LD identification?”
Paper presented at the National Research Center on Learning Disabilities Responsiveness-to-Intervention Sympo-
sium, Kansas City, MO.

ing a specific learning disability may
need different levels of special education
and related services under IDEA at
various times during the school experi-
ence.”  Comments:  Since the articles
focus on the “pre-referral and referral”
stages of RTI that lead up to special edu-
cation, this element does not directly
impact the work of the researchers.
However, the multi-tiered models de-
scribed can be expanded to include spe-
cial education intervention tiers for stu-
dents later identified as needing LD
services.  This element is remindful of
Evelyn Deno’s Cascade of Special Edu-
cation Services.

Intervention

“The field should continue to advocate
for the use of scientifically based prac-
tices. However, in areas where an ade-
quate research base does not exist, data
should be gathered on the success of
promising practices.”   Comment: All
three researchers identify the critical
elements of the National Reading Panel
as major components of their profes-
sional development activities and essen-
tial to the interventions implemented in
Tiers I, II, and III.  Tilly, in fact, lists
eight research-based practices used in
the HELP project.  It can also be noted
that typically frequent, data collection
occurs within Tiers II and III and could
be utilized by teachers and researchers to
examine the effectiveness of any inter-
ventions implemented.

“Schools and educators must have ac-
cess to information about scientifically
based practices and promising practices
that have been validated in the settings
where they are to be implemented.”

Comment: As mentioned in the prior
statement, the researchers have made a
concerted effort to incorporate scientifi-
cally based practices and make profes-
sional development in these areas avail-
able to school staff.  This reviewer is
impressed with the considerable re-
sources the researchers have devoted to
this area.

“Students with specific learning dis-
abilities require intensive, iterative (re-
cursive), explicit scientifically based in-
struction that is monitored on an ongo-
ing basis to achieve academic success.”
Comment:  All of the researchers have
made it clear that the Problem Solving
process includes best practice treatments
provided with fidelity and monitored on
a frequent basis.  All describe intensive
efforts to train staff on progress moni-
toring and using data to make instruc-
tional changes when necessary.  While
all three papers seem to remain true to
these essential requirements, it should be
noted that Vaughn and O’Connor de-
scribe more frequent measurement ef-
forts (twice per month) in Tiers II and III
of their studies.

“Students with specific learning dis-
abilities require a continuum of inter-
vention options through regular and
special education across all grades and
ages.” Comments: These articles cer-
tainly address a continuum of interven-
tions leading up to identification.  How-
ever, the focus of the studies was not on
special education interventions, and
therefore does not address special edu-
cation intervention tiers after eligibility.

“Interventions must be timely and
matched to the specific learning and be-
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havioral needs of the student.” Com-
ment:  To a large extent our researchers
offer documentation of using timely in-
terventions matched to student needs.
Student data dictated movement through
the continuum of interventions. Vaughn
was quite specific about the parameters
for Tier II, with an emphasis on 10 week
intervals.  O’Connor notes Tier II inter-
ventions ranged from 8 weeks to years.
Tilly’s article did not provide details on
the duration of the tiers in the HELP
model.  Regarding “matched” to needs,
the investigators trained staff to use data
to determine movement through tiers.
O’Connor made a point of saying Tier II
interventions were customized as a
function of student weaknesses.

“An intervention is most effective when
it is implemented consistently, with fi-
delity to its design, and at a sufficient
level of intensity and duration.”  Com-
ment:  Fidelity of treatment played a
central role in the research conducted by
Vaughn and O’Connor. In Vaughn’s
study each interventionist was observed
for eight validity checks. Treatment fi-
delity is not addressed to a large degree

in the paper by Tilly, although its im-
portance is acknowledged.

“Regular and special education must be
coordinated as part of a coherent system
which is held accountable for the educa-
tional outcomes of students with specific
learning disabilities.” Comment:  It is
apparent in all three studies that a sig-
nificant degree of collaboration exists
between regular and special education.
The professional development activities
include all staff.  It appeared there was
also cooperation among staff in planning
and delivering interventions across the
three tiers.

Results of the Three Studies

Vaughn, O’Connor and Tilly all pro-
vide intriguing results regarding the imple-
mentation of RTI.  Essentially, the research-
ers presented two types of outcomes to
evaluate the RTI models.  The first set of
outcomes they report offered contrasts of
student performance on early literacy meas-
ures across Tiers. A second set of outcomes
focused on the movement of students
through the Tiers and into special education.
These results are summarized in Table 1.
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Contrasts of Student Performance.
The Vaughn and O’Connor studies are ex-
perimental comparisons of control groups
with Tier I, Tier II, and Tier III interven-
tions.  Both studies include control groups,
random assignment of students, and meas-
ures of student growth on letter naming,
phonemic awareness, word identification,
fluency and comprehension.  Vaughn deter-
mined that Tier I students made more pro-
gress than control group students not re-
ceiving Tier I support.  Students needing

both Tier I and Tier II interventions also
made significantly more progress than an
equivalent control group.  O’Connor pro-
vided effect sizes for comparisons.  In her
study students in Tier I outscored students in
control groups across all measures with ef-
fect sizes ranging from .19 to .52 with an
average of .34. Comparisons of Tier II stu-
dents with controls resulted in effect sizes
ranging from .40 to .67 with an average of
.55.  O’Connor reports even greater effect

GAINS:

  Early Exit Tier 2
     60+ words
  No Exit
    20+ words

COMPARISONS:

  T1 vs. Control
  Significant

  T1 & T2 vs. Control
  Significant

GAINS

Average students
  gained .5 SD words

COMPARISONS:

T1 vs. Control
E.S.: .19-.52
Mean E.S. = .34

T2 vs. Control
E.S.: .40-.67
Mean E. S. = .55

T2 & T3 vs. Control
E. S. < .55

GAINS

  K:  15 seg. (W-S)
  1: 30 words
  2  30+ words
  3: 30+ words

COMPARISONS:

  Yr 1 vs. Yr 2 (Kind.)
  E.S. = .71

  Yr 1 vs. Yr 2 (1st)
  E.S. = ..26

  Yr 1 vs. Yr 3 (Kind.)
  E.S. = 1.08

  Yr 1 vs. Yr 3 (1st)
  E.S. = .39

Vaughn     O’Connor                Tilly

Table 1.  Results: Contrasts of Student Performance
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sizes for the contrast of Tier II and III stu-
dents with controls.

Tilly also studied the early literacy
growth of all students served in Tiers I, II,
and III.  For all schools participating in the
project he reports raw scores associated with
the 20th-50th-80th percentile at each school
for the beginning, middle, and end of year.
In order to quantify and summarize the ex-
tent to which schools improved, Tilly ex-
amined the amount schools changed from
Year 1 of participation in the HELP project
to Year 2 or Year 3 of implementation. Ef-
fect sizes were based upon this change and
reported for dependent measures of phone-
mic segmentation and oral reading fluency.
For the phonemic awareness task the effect
size was .71 for Year 1 to Year 2 change at
85 schools and 1.08 for Year 1 to Year 3
change at 36 schools.   On the oral reading
fluency task the effect sizes were .26 for
Year 1 to Year 2 growth at 86 schools and
.39 for Year 1 to Year 3 improvement at 32
schools.

Movement of students through tiers
and special education.  Another ap-
proach to evaluating the impact of the multi-
tier RTI model is to examine the placement
outcomes for students participating in the
studies.  All three researchers did a follow-
up on eventual placement of students.  These
data are shown in Table 2. Vaughn studied
45 second grade students who qualified for
Tier II intervention.  She reported the num-
ber of students needing further intervention
or returned to the general education setting
at 10 week intervals.  Near the beginning of
the study 10 students had progressed enough
to warrant “early exit” (10 weeks), 14 stu-
dents qualified for “mid-term exit” (20
weeks), 10 students improved enough for
“late exit” (30 weeks), and 11 students
(24.4% of the sample) did not meet the crite-
ria for success in Tier II.  Vaughn theorized
most students identified at risk need at a
minimum 20 weeks of intervention before
concluding they are non-responders.
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For O’Connor, about half the stu-
dents in Tier II did not make good reading
progress. In Tier III she notes almost 40% of
the students maintained average perform-
ance without needing additional assistance.
She went on to examine student outcome by
tabulating the number of students needing
special education after interventions in the
multi-tiered process. For her control group,
15% of the students were ultimately deter-
mined eligible for special education.  For
students who were engaged only in Tier I
interventions the percentage of students go-
ing on to special education was 12%.  For
those students that participated in the total
three tier model (Tiers I, II, and III) the rate
of students placed in special education was
8%.

Tilly also examined placement rate
in special education.  He reviewed the spe-

cial education placement files at schools
with the longest implementation of the
HELP project (n=36).  He compared place-
ments rates from the three year period prior
to implementation of HELP to the four year
period after implementation.  Placements in
special education decreased at all grade lev-
els, including: 39% in kindergarten, 32% in
first grade, 21% in second grade, and 19% in
third grade.

Summary of Findings
So what do our three papers tell us

about the question, “How many tiers are
needed within RTI to achieve acceptable
prevention outcomes and to achieve accept-
able patterns of LD identification?”  If we
aggregate the results across the papers with
caution, we can discern some trends.  But
first, let’s divide our question into two parts.

45 Tier II Students

   Early Exit: 10
   Mid Exit: 14
   Late Exit: 10
   No Exit: 11

24.4% to Tier III

Control:
   15% to Spec. Ed.

Tier I:
   12% to Spec. Ed.

Tier II & III
   8% to Spec. Ed.

Decreases in Spec. Ed.
Placement Rate
At 36 Schools

Decrease in Placements:
Kindergarten
   55%

1st Grade
   32%

2nd Grade
   21%

3rd Grade
   19%

Table 2.  Results: Movement of Students Through Tiers

Vaughn     O’Connor                Tilly
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“How many tiers are needed within
RTI to achieve acceptable prevention
outcomes?”  The Tier I data indicate stu-
dents made gains and the interventions were
effective, but based on low to moderate ef-
fect sizes, it would be fair to question
whether enough students made large enough
gains when compared to controls.  The Tier
II data shows students did significantly bet-
ter than controls and generated moderate
effect sizes (about .55) to support this find-
ing.  It would appear 50-75% of students
receiving Tier II interventions responded to
instruction.  It was not, however, possible to
determine what percentage of the total
population responded in Tier II.  Tier III
data provided the best data for achieving
acceptable prevention outcomes.  The gains
of students receiving both Tier II and III
were significantly greater than controls and
the effect sizes higher than those reported
for Tier I and II.  There is some data to indi-
cate close to 40% of Tier III students made
satisfactory gains.  If we look at the entire
student population of one of the studies, we
can estimate that about 92% of students re-
sponded to either Tier I, II, or III interven-
tions.

“How many tiers are needed
within RTI to achieve acceptable pat-
terns of LD identification?”  Regarding
Tier I results there was little data reported

supporting this tier alone as a means of de-
termining special education eligibility.  A
review of Tier II data shows approximately
25-50% of the students receiving Tier II in-
terventions were nonresponders.  It was not
possible to calculate what percentage of the
total student population this represents.  Tier
III data from one study showed 7 out of 10
Tier III students entered special education.
Data from the same study indicated about
6% of the student population participating in
the three tier model was eligible for LD
services.

Summary
The Vaughn, O’Connor and Tilly

studies provide positive outcomes showing
the efficacy of the three tier approach to re-
sponse to intervention.  The RTI models had
considerable impact on elementary student
achievement in the area of reading.   Addi-
tional factors that investigators may want to
consider in future research include: other
academic domains, grade level of students,
and scalability.  In all, the studies of
Vaughn, O’Connor and Tilly describe
promising approaches to RTI.
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