
A CHANGE TO RTI 

THESIS 

Presented in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for 

The Master of Special Education Degree in the 

College of education and Human Service Professions 

By 

Kelly Kokotovich 

University of Minnesota Duluth 

2011 

Committee Signatures: 

Chair 

Member 

Member 

Graduate Program Director 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION 1 
Problem 1 
Eligibility 1 
Specific Learning Disabilities 2 
Definitions 4 
Purpose of the Study 4 

CHAPTER TWO - LITERATURE REVIEW 6 
Eligibility Process 6 
Discrepancy Method 7 
Eligibility for Learning Disabilities 8 
Response to Intervention 11 

CHAPTER THREE - METHODS 14 
Participants 14 
Setting 15 
Materials and Procedures 16 
Data and Data Collection 16 
Data Analysis 17 

CHAPTER FOUR - RESULTS OF THE STUDY 19 
Rating Scale Questions 20 
Written Response Questions 22 

CHAPTER FIVE - DISCUSSION 25 
Summary 25 
Results of Research Question 25 
Limitations 31 
Future Research 32 

REFERENCES 34 

APPENDICES 37 
Appendix A IRB Approval 37 
Appendix B Elementary Approval 40 
Appendix C Middle School Approval 42 
Appendix D Consent Form 44 
Appendix E Survey 47 



Response to Intervention 1 

Chapter I 

Introduction 

Problem 

Students with learning disabilities account for more than 50% of the five million 

students enrolled in special education programs in the United States. These high numbers 

exemplify why it is critical to have valid diagnostic criteria to ensure that students are 

given appropriate educational services (Kush, 2002). Special classification criteria for 

specific learning disabilities were established in the original Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act of 1975 regulations and have continued with very little 

permanent change since 1977. These original guidelines were identifying a severe 

discrepancy in one of more areas and the exclusion factor, meaning that a specific 

learning disability cannot be due primarily to visual, hearing, or motor impairment, 

mental retardation, emotional disturbance, or environmental, cultural, or economic 

disadvantage (Hops, 2004). 

Eligibility Process 

Eligibility for special education under the category of learning disabilities is a 

decision based on specific requirements set by state eligibility requirements that need to 

be met in order to receive special education services and/or support. The process for 

determining eligibility for special services has become a controversial topic in schools 

districts across the United States. For example, some states are using the severe 

discrepancy model, others are using the regression model, and some states have now 

adopted Rtl as their new eligibility criteria. There are doubts regarding the effectiveness 



Response to Intervention 2 

of tools that some schools are utilizing during the identification process (Denton, 2005). 

Questions have arose whether the standardized tests schools are using are able to 

adequately measure a students need as well as if the time span of the identification 

process is able to accurately judge a student's ability to learn with their peers. 

Legislation has continued to change describing the process to be used for determining 

eligibility for special education services. New methods and processes have been 

introduced, but very few have become mandatory (Shinn, 2007). There are certain 

criteria that school districts must follow, but there is a large "gray area," in which 

individual teams select a variety of methods to meet this criteria. 

Specific Learning Disabilities 

Of particular interest to many is the process in which students are diagnosed with 

specific learning disabilities. School are given the choice as to what standardized tests 

they are going to administer to display that a student does or does not have a learning 

disability. The procedural regulations provide little guidance for how to actually identify 

children with specific learning disabilities, beyond indicating that a multidisciplinary 

team of professionals must determine that there exists a "severe discrepancy between 

academic achievement and intellectual ability." How they reach that conclusion is 

determined by the methods the education team in charge of the evaluation chooses 

(Kidder-Ashley, 2000). Not only are schools using different methods, school districts 

are not using legally correct methods for eligibility because many are only using the 

severe discrepancy model by administering two normed assessment tests. In special 

education evaluations, severe discrepancy means there is a significant gap between the 



Response to Intervention 3 

students score on the academic achievement test administered by a special education 

teacher and the child's full IQ score administered by a licensed psychologist (Yell, 2007). 

Using only the severe discrepancy model brings many doubts and questions into 

people's minds about the effectiveness of the eligibility process (Schultz, 1998). 

Depending on the school, there are other factors that are part of the process including 

interventions, grades, parent interviews, teacher interviews, health reviews, and student 

interviews. These are just some of the methods that are being used inconsistently across 

districts. It is debated whether the tools schools are using are the most effective, and 

what negative or positive effects these different methods for evaluation have on the 

students being evaluated and their future success in school. 

Determining eligibility is an extremely important issue as it can be the turning 

point in a child's education. After the evaluation process, we either give students 

services they need to be successful in school or we send students who are experiencing 

failure back into the classroom without any additional support. The services that can be 

offered to qualifying students include the following (a) academic support in reading, 

writing, and/or math (b) speech-language services (c) occupational therapy, and (d) social 

skills or counseling services. 

Being a special education teacher certified in specific learning disabilities, I have 

become a member of evaluation teams in my school and, like many educators, I have 

growing concern about the process and choice of evaluation tools. My concern also 

reaches out to the variance between the tools and processes that schools in the same state 

are using. Should the success of a child's education be different depending on what state, 
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school district, or school they are attending? I feel educators are placing more concern on 

getting evaluations done and do not consider how their choice of evaluation methods and 

the time put into the process can affect a child's future. I also believe that further 

research investigating eligibility is needed, with hopes of finding the more effective and 

accurate processes which will have positive effects on our students. 

Definitions 

• Response to Intervention - A method of academic intervention used in the United 

States designed to provide early, effective assistance to children who are having 

difficulty learning 

• Severe discrepancy - A certain measure of underachievement between ability and 

achievement 

• Modification - A change in what is being taught or expected from a student 

• Accommodation - A change that helps a student overcome or work around a 

difficulty in learning 

• Instructional interventions - The general components of a set of instructional 

materials and the procedures that will be used with those materials to elicit 

particular learning outcomes 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine teacher's perspectives and 

involvement in the current methods being chosen for the evaluation of a child under the 

category of specific learning disabilities. The study was also designed to examine the 

knowledge teachers have on Response to Intervention (RtI) and what their role would be 
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in their school if it was implemented. A school district was chosen for this study that 

currently has a Rtl initiative, meaning they are taking beginning steps to implement this 

plan and hope to be fully engaged in this process in the near future. According to 

research, the severe discrepancy process that schools are currently using to identify 

learning disabilities needs to be examined to be sure they are correctly identifying 

learning disabilities and resulting in positive outcomes for children and their families 

(Denton, 2005). The teachers who service these struggling students play an important 

role in the evaluation process and their knowledge on the process and the expected 

outcomes is extremely important. Through the study, information will also be gathered 

on the steps teachers take when they encounter students who are not experiencing 

academic success. 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

Eligibility Process 

The overall process for determining eligibility for special education services 

begins by a student being brought to the attention of the school by a referral or screening 

process. An expectation at this time is that the general education teacher has already used 

a minimum of two interventions in the classroom to help meet the needs of the student 

before referring them. A team of qualified professionals and parents of the child have to 

agree that the child is in need of a special education assessment. This team is often 

referred to as a multidisciplinary team and typically consists of an administrator, a special 

education teacher, a general education teacher, a licensed psychologist, and the parents of 

the child. If the team determines that the child is in need of an assessment for special 

education, written consent is obtained from the parents and the assessment process may 

begin. The most notable difference among schools districts happens after this process 

takes place and it is determined that an assessment is needed (Drasgow, 2007). The 

multidisciplinary team decides what type of assessments should be conducted to identify 

if there is a learning disability. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

requires that all assessments conducted before initial placement in special education be 

complete, thorough, and individualized. This means that assessments must be matched 

carefully and precisely with referral concerns and to the students' behavior and learning 

needs (Drasgow, 2007). In 2002, the President's Commission on Excellence in special 

education released a report regarding the eligibility process for special education which 
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included emphasis on the methods and process for determining eligibility for a specific 

learning disability. One finding in this report was that the complexity and lack of validity 

of the eligibility process leads to thousands of children being misidentified everyday 

while some children were not identified early enough or not at all (Drasgow, 2007). 

Discrepancy Method 

Throughout the years, many problems have been noted with the discrepancy 

method for determining learning disabilities yet it is still one of the most widely used 

procedures in the eligibility process for learning disabilities (LD). Discrepancy is part of 

the formal procedure for identification of LD in virtually all states and very few children 

are identified as having LD without receiving IQ and achievement tests (Fletcher, 2005). 

The severe discrepancy method for determining LD has many different methods that can 

be used to meet this criteria. For this piece of criteria, school districts are using IQ tests 

for the intellectual ability and various academic tests to determine achievement level. It 

was the commission's recommendation that Congress eliminate the use of IQ-

Achievement discrepancy model to identify students with LD. Beliefs remain that 

assessments should measure the actual learning and behavior in the classroom, not the 

student's ability on a particular day of testing. Students are often placed in special 

education on the basis of this single assessment (Fletcher, 2005). 

Researchers and professionals in the field have stated that no single score can 

perfectly capture a student's ability in a particular content area. Studies have shown that 

IQ and achievement are invariably measured with error and that this error could 

significantly influence the validity of decisions that are based on these scores (Fletcher, 
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2005). It may only seem normal to ask then, why are we using the discrepancy model as 

one of the primary processes for determining eligibility. One notion is the discrepancy 

method is used widely across the United States by school districts because there is no 

particular formula that needs to be used to document the discrepancy so school districts 

are given some freedom to create their own individual formula (Barth, 2004). 

A study was previously conducted of the education agencies of over 40 states to 

examine the variability of learning disability terminology, definitions, eligibility criteria 

and procedural guidelines and to see how well their definitions are matching the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. In examining the states' criteria, 95% of the 

states that participated in the study require the existence of a discrepancy between actual 

achievement (how they are currently performing at school) and expected achievement 

(IQ) in one or more of the academic areas. Hosp (2004) displayed his agreement to the 

variability according to a survey conducted on the use of state criteria. The study showed 

that 48 out of 50 states have the discrepancy method in their state rules and an astounding 

35% of the states that require the discrepancy do not specify any type of formula to 

determine and document the discrepancy (Anderton, 2000). These schools are simply 

testing children who have been referred for testing and making case by base judgment of 

whether a student is eligible for services based on test scores. 

Eligibility for Learning Disabilities 

Eligibility for LD is constantly being scrutinized, reviewed, and changed in 

attempts to make it the most accurate and reliable method. However, currently these 

changes are not being made mandatory by education agencies. In 2006, changes were 
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made to the eligibility process in the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act. It is here that three major changes which are all debatable and being 

inconsistently used by school districts were noted. The first was the inappropriate 

instruction exclusion rule. The IQ-achievement prohibition discrepancy prohibition was 

the second and the third was the RtI recommendation (Drasgow, 2007). 

Although these guidelines are set in the eligibility process, it is the procedure to 

meet these that is not set, which is why school districts have so much flexibility to meet 

these requirements. Studies have shown that students could be validly qualified for LD 

in one state, but may not meet requirements in another state (Hosp, 2004). The 

inappropriate instruction exclusion rule was put in place for districts to answer the 

questions, "Has this child been given quality curriculum instruction to best meet their 

needs?" The questions was raised in an attempt to force schools to look at the teaching of 

their general education teachers and to determine if a quality education is being offered to 

every child. The question that followed this particular change is how many schools are 

actually looking into this part of the eligibility process. There has been research on the 

multiple intelligences and the fact that each child may benefit from a different type of 

instruction. A student may be in a classroom where the delivery of instruction is not one 

that helps them learn at their highest potential. This does not mean they must have a 

disability, but rather instruction may need to be altered to best meet their needs. Having 

had personal experience on an initial assessment team, I know that this is not being 

considered in enough depth. As stated in published research, assessment teams should be 

looking into a child's education and seeing if the trouble in school is a continued pattern 

through several teachers or if it is something new with a new teacher. Every teacher 
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varies in their delivery of curriculum and is expected to use best practice and a variety of 

instructional methods to meet the needs of their students (Kavale, 2005). Although it 

would take time and effort of school personnel to determine if this is the underlying 

reason for a student's failure, it would also eliminate the additional time and money spent 

on special education assessment. 

The IQ-achievement discrepancy prohibition says that states cannot require 

school districts to use the IQ-achievement discrepancy method that was previously 

described. States are allowed to prohibit the use of this method in determining eligibility 

for learning disabilities, although few have chosen to do this yet. In this case, local 

school districts are free to use the methods they wish to indentify students with LD 

(Drasgow, 2007). Research has shown the IQ-discrepancy procedures should be 

eliminated for a variety of reasons. One reason is because with this identification 

method, school districts are not intervening early enough. In this method, we are waiting 

for students to fail before they are being referred to the school's child study team to be 

assessed. Another is this method costs thousands of dollars and has little instructional 

relevance and many times has long delays in determining eligibility in order to complete 

these assessments (Fletcher, 2004). It is this change that is allowing school districts to 

use newer, more research-based methods. 

The alternative that Congress has provided for the discrepancy method comes in 

the third change listed above. This method is Response to Intervention, also referred to 

as Rtl, which is used to see if a child that appears to be in need would respond to 

scientifically-based research intervention in the classroom. The concept of such an 

involved intervention such as this has grown out of concern over LD identification 



Response to Intervention 11 

throughout the years (Bachmeier, 2008). Other methods that are research-based could 

also be implemented to determine eligibility. The use of RtI as a method is growing in 

the United States as it is being used by many school districts in their eligibility process. 

Response to Intervention (Rtl) 

Rtl differs from using the severe discrepancy method in a variety of ways. One of 

the major differences is that RtI is viewed as an instructional model rather than an 

identification model (Bachmeier, 2008). General education teachers play an important 

role in this process. If students appear to be failing in particular academic areas, 

intervention are done in the general education classroom to try to alleviate the problems 

with different curriculum and varied instruction. 

RTI is conceptualized as a multi-tiered service delivery model including primary, 

secondary, and tertiary levels of support. The primary, or first tier is focused specifically 

at the school core curriculum level, meaning that the target level of intervention is the 

core curriculum. In this tier approximately 80% to 85% of the general student body 

should be able to meet grade level norms without additional assistance. The 15% to 20% 

of students who consistently show a discrepancy between their current level of 

performance and that of the expected level of performance are then given Tier 2 or 

secondary, supplementary instruction services (not to be confused with special education) 

targeting the problems the student is having. Of the students who are provided with 

intervention services at Tier 2, approximately 3 to 6% of them will continue to have 

difficulties and continue to show resistance to intervention. At this point in time, these 

students will then receive Tier 3 intervention services, which some proponents of RTI 
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state is not to be confused with special education, while others such as the Council for 

Exceptional Children (CEC) state should be special education. Hence, the intensity of 

intervention increases as the severity of the problem increases. Each phase requires 

varied amounts of involvement from general education staff, special education staff, and 

other support staff. Other support staff could be in the form of school reading specialists, 

math specialists, or other personnel who have expertise with different curriculum 

materials or instructions strategies. 

Previous literature has indentified some factors that are not currently being 

measured by the existing identification tools for LD identification that could be very 

critical to the decision that is made. These include: The availability of other services for 

students who struggle to learn, the degree of involvement of the students' parents in the 

process, the student's ethnicity of socio-economic status, the perceived roles of different 

staff members in a school setting relative to low student achievement, and the degree to 

which teachers see themselves as being responsible for making sure low-achievers 

succeed. Several researchers have argued that the reason for these factors not being 

addressed in current eligibility processes in schools is because schools approach 

eligibility with a different set of concerns compared to researcher. Teachers and school 

are mostly concerned with being able to provide services to students who are the most 

difficult to teach and who in their eyes need special help (Barth, 2004). 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to look into the current involvement of a variety of 

service providers (general education teachers, special education teachers, administrators, 
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related service providers such as speech/language pathologists, occupational therapists) in 

the process of determining eligibility for special education services with a student 

struggling academically. The study examined to what extent the different groups of 

educational professionals are involved in their current discrepancy method eligibility 

process as well as how knowledgeable current school staff are with RtI and their 

willingness to participate in this intervention. Also examined was the educators' 

perception of their role in the current evaluation procedure as well as their role when RtI 

is implemented in the future. 
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Chapter III 

Methods 

Participants 

The participants in this study are service providers who are directly involved in 

the education of students who are struggling academically and/or the referral and 

evaluation of students for learning disabilities. Sixty-nine education professionals took 

part in this study and are all employed by a school district in southern Minnesota. All 

participants were at least 21 years of age as it was required that they held a license by the 

state of Minnesota in teaching or a degree in an education related field. Of the sixty-nine 

participants, 48 were female and 21 were male. Participants consisted of general 

education teachers, special education teacher, speech-language pathologists, occupation 

therapists, administrators, school psychologists, and school counselors and were varied in 

their years of teaching and area of licensure (see Table 1 and Table 2). Each participant is 

involved in the delivery of instruction to students in their school or is involved in the 

evaluation procedures. 
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Table 1 

Number of Years Participants Have Been Teaching 

Table 2 

Education Licensure Area of Participants 

Setting 

The study took place in a school district in southeast Minnesota. The school 

district educates approximately 16,800 students and services approximately 2,300 special 

education students. The district is composed of fifteen elementary schools, four middle 
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schools, and three high schools. One elementary school and one middle school in the 

district were chosen to participate. The two schools are in close proximity to each other 

therefore students from the elementary school attend the middle school when they are old 

enough. The middle school services students grades 6-8 and consists of roughly 1,200 

students with an average of 106 students receiving special education services. The 

elementary school services students kindergarten through grade 5 and is roughly 360 

students with 34 students receiving special education services. This school district was 

chosen for this study because at the time that the data was collected they were in the 

process of a RtI initiative which meant they had a specific employee assigned to this 

position and they were working toward the implementation of Rtl in their schools. 

Materials and Procedure 

The University of Minnesota Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the schools in 

which the study was conducted approved all procedure for the study. The materials for 

this study were a consent form and survey to be completed by all participants. The 

participants at each school were informed regarding the purpose of the study as well as 

the procedures for completing the survey at a required monthly staff meeting at each 

school. Participants were then asked to sign the consent form agreeing to participate in 

the study and agreeing that they understood why the study was being conducted and that 

all responses would be kept confidential. Each participant was given time at the staff 

meeting to complete the survey and return them to an envelope located at the door of the 

meeting area. 
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Data and Data Collection 

Sixty-nine participants in this study completed a survey consisting of five 

questions they were asked to rate on a scale as well as three open-ended questions in 

which they were asked to give short written answers to the best of their ability. The 

results of the surveys have been analyzed by the rating scale questions being grouped 

together and the written response questions being addressed separately. On the rating 

scale, staff were asked to rate their satisfaction of their knowledge and involvement in the 

current process and their knowledge of RtI. The scale was as follows: l=Opposed, 

2=Not Satisfied, 3= Neutral, 4=Satisfied, and 5=Very Satisfied. Results on the rating 

scale questions were tallied and recorded in a spreadsheet. They were then analyzed to 

determine the median, mean, and standard deviation of each question. 

Data Analysis 

The first part of the data analyzed was the five rating scale questions on the 

survey. In the data analysis, to find the median for each question, all participants' 

responses were tallied according to the rating of satisfaction that was given by the 

participant. Responses for each question were tallied and the middle number was 

calculated as the median. The mean was determined by assigning points to each 

participant's response based on the rating of satisfaction they assigned to each question. 

For example if the participant gave the question a rating of 4 (satisfied) that response was 

assigned 4 points. The points for each question individually were added together and 

divided by the total number (n) of completed surveys (n=69). Information was then 

entered into a spreadsheet to calculate the standard deviation of each question. The 
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standard deviation is an estimate of the measure of the individual responses away from 

the calculated mean. Each of the five rating scale questions was done separately as they 

were independent of each other. 

For the three written response questions on the survey, the investigator examined 

each question individually and grouped them by themes. Once the first written response 

question is analyzed and common responses are recorded, the surveys will be grouped 

back together and the same process will be done with written response questions two and 

three. Following this process, the researched divided the surveys up into two groups. 

Group 1 was surveys completed by professionals employed in the participating 

elementary school and Group 2 was the surveys completed by professionals employed in 

the participating middle school. This second method for analyzing the data was done to 

determine if there was a noticeable difference in the satisfaction and knowledge of the 

professionals at the different education levels. 
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Chapter IV 

Results 

The purpose of this section is to report the results of the research project. The 

results will give insight to teacher's satisfaction with the eligibility criteria using the 

severe discrepancy method and will also provide insight on their knowledge of Rtl and 

their responsibility as their school district makes the transformation. Survey results will 

give information to compare current interventions that teachers are using with students 

struggling academically to interventions that are commonly used in the process of RtI. 

Table 3 indicates that responses of all 69 participants on each of the rating scale 

questions. The scale was as follows: l=Opposed, 2=Not Satisfied, 3= Neutral, 

4=Satisfied, and 5=Very Satisfied. 

Table 3 

Participants' Responses on the Rating Scale Questions 

Question 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Your knowledge of the current process in your school 
to refer and evaluate students who are struggling 
academically. 

0 4 28 33 4 

2. Your current involvement in the special education 
evaluation of a student struggling academically. 

0 5 9 39 16 

3. Your opportunity to assist struggling students with a 
variety of instructional strategies before they are 
assessed for special education. 

0 6 23 25 15 

4. Your knowledge of the possible change to the RtI 
(RtI) model for determining eligibility and what it will 
require from you. 

4 27 31 4 3 

5. The reliability of the process your school is currently 
using to identify disabilities in students struggling 
academically. 

1 2 33 22 11 
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Rating Scale Questions 

Question one from the rating scale addressed the knowledge of educators in the 

current process to refer and evaluate students who are struggling academically. 

Responses to this question varied from 2 (not satisfied) to 5 (very satisfied). Most 

participants rated their satisfaction to be neutral (20 of 69 participants) or satisfied (33 out 

of 69 participants). These two ratings of satisfaction accounted for 77% of the 

participants. 

In question two on the rating scale participants were rating the satisfaction of their 

current involvement in the special education evaluation of a student struggling 

academically. On this question, 57% of the participants (39 of 69) ranked themselves as 

satisfied and of the remaining participants, 23% (16 of 69 participants) ranked themselves 

as very satisfied. 

Question three asked participants to rate their satisfaction with their opportunity 

to assist struggling students with a variety of instructional strategies before they are 

assessed for special education. The breakdown of responses to this question was similar 

to the previous questions again ranging from not satisfied (2) to very satisfied (5). 

Although six participants rated their satisfaction as not satisfied, 91% of participants 

rated their satisfaction of assisting students with a variety of instructional strategies as 

neutral or higher. 

The next question was the first to address RtI which is the possible future 

eligibility process of the schools from which the participants were surveyed. They were 

asked to rate their satisfaction of their knowledge of RtI and what their role would be in 
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the new method. Responses to this question varied from opposed (1) to very satisfied (5) 

however a 41% of applicants rated their satisfaction to be not satisfied (28 out of 69 

applicants) and 45% rated their satisfaction as neutral (31 out of 69 applicants). 

The very last rating scale question asked participants to rate their satisfaction with 

the reliability of the process their school is currently using. The majority of participants 

rated this in the range of neutral to very satisfied (96% of participants), however, one 

participant ranked their satisfaction as opposed (1) and two participants ranked it as not 

satisfied (2). 

Table 4 shows the mean, median, and standard deviation of each rating scale 

question once all responses were tallied. 

Table 4 

Mean, Median, and Standard Deviation of Rating Scale Responses 

Question Median Mean Standard 
deviation 

1. Your knowledge of the current process in your 
school to refer and evaluate students who are 
struggling academically. 

4 3.53 0.69 

2. Your current involvement in the special education 
evaluation of a student struggling academically. 

4 3.95 0.80 

3. Your opportunity to assist struggling students with a 
variety of instructional strategies before they are 
assessed for special education. 

4 3.66 0.87 

4. Your knowledge of the possible change to the RtI 
(RtI) model for determining eligibility and what it will 
require from you. 

3 2.63 0.85 

5. The reliability of the process your school is 
currently using to identify disabilities in students 
struggling academically. 

3 3.57 0.84 
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Written Response Questions 

To follow-up the rating scale portion of the survey and look deeper into the 

questions that the participants were rating, they were asked to complete three written 

response questions to the best of their ability. Each question has been analyzed 

separately, alike responses have been grouped together, and the data is being reported per 

question. 

The first written response question asked participants what their current role is in 

the pre-referral process in their school. Responses varied in the way participants worded 

the process for themselves, however 51 out of 69 participants reported a similar three to 

four step process. This process was (1) Bring students name to grade level team and/or 

school child study team due to low achievement in the classroom (2) Try modifications 

and/or interventions (3) Give child's name back to child study team if 

modifications/interventions have not been successful and an assessment would follow. 

One teacher from the middle school stated, "Our school has a process we are to follow 

for students who are not doing well." This may be the contributor to the high number of 

participants that responded in very similar ways for this question. 

Next, the participants were asked to expand on the first written response question 

and list any interventions/instructional strategies that they use in the classroom when a 

student is struggling academically. Responses were grouped together to see the 

similarities of interventions teachers and staff listed. The intervention that was most 

commonly listed by staff was preferential seating. 46 out of 69 participants listed 
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preferential seating as an intervention they do for a student who is struggling 

academically. Increased communication with parents was the second most commonly 

seen response from teachers, listed as an intervention by 41 out of 69 participants. 

Modified assignments/due dates were an intervention listed by 32 out of 69 participants. 

Other frequently seen responses for interventions from elementary staff were as follows: 

small group instruction at their level (26 participants), Americorps-MN Reading Corps 

Intervention (22 participants), and different delivery methods and/or strategies (20 

participants). Table 5 displays the interventions that were commonly listed by 

participants as well as which school the participants were from who identified the 

strategy as one they commonly use. 

Table 5 

Interventions Currently Used by Participants and the Setting where the Intervention takes 

place 

Intervention % of Participants Setting 
Preferential seating 67% M 
Increased communication 
with guardians 

59% M/E 

Modify assignments 46% M 
Small group/One-on-one 
instruction 

38% E 

AmeriCorps Reading 
programs 

32% E 

Different delivery methods 
and teaching strategies 

29% E 

Tests read aloud 16% M 
Extended time for 
assignments/projects 

16% M 

Note. M = middle school. E= elementary school. 
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The last written response question asked participants how they saw their role 

changing if Rtl (Rtl) is implemented in their school. The question also asked participants 

to note in their answer if they were unsure how their role would change. All surveys 

were analyzed and between both the middle school staff and the elementary staff 60 out 

of 69 participants stated they were unsure how their role would change. Seventeen 

participants specifically noted that they did not have enough knowledge about RtI to 

know how their role would change. Eight participants noted that they knew their role 

would change and it would probably be in the way of more interventions needing to be 

used. One participant stated, "I do not believe my role would change but there would be 

more involvement from special education." Another participant stated, "Additional 

teachers would be utilized to implement interventions in the classroom." 
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

Summary 

The survey designed for this study was meant to examine teacher's satisfaction 

with their current method for determining eligibility for learning disabilities as well as 

gaining more insight into what interventions they currently take part in for this process. 

The current process being used by the schools participating is the severe discrepancy 

method in which a student of evaluated is given an IQ assessment as well as a formal 

academic assessment to see if there is a large enough difference between the two 

assessments to make the statement that a severe discrepancy exists. The survey also 

addressed the same teacher's knowledge of RtI and their thoughts on what this method 

would require from them. All participants that participated in this study are from one 

school district in southern Minnesota that is currently at the beginning stages of 

implementing Rtl in their schools. 

Results of Research Question 

The current study used a survey to determine teacher's satisfaction with their 

current process for determining eligibility for special education under the category of 

specific learning disabilities and their involvement in this process as well as their 

knowledge of the upcoming method in their district, RtI. The participant's rated their 

satisfaction in five questions which were then tied to three written responses questions 

which elaborated on their satisfaction rating. 
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Participant's responses to question one on the rating scale showed to have a mean 

response of 3.53 which is almost exactly between 3 (neutral) and 4 (satisfied). The 

surveys showed to have more similar responses among different groups of professionals. 

For example, professionals that directly take part in the referral and special education 

evaluation process such as special education teachers, speech/language pathologists, 

occupational therapists, school psychologists, and administration rated their satisfaction 

more often at a level of 4 (satisfied) or 5 (very satisfied) where as general education 

teachers were more often in the neutral (3) range with several even going below this 

satisfaction level to a 2 (not satisfied). The results on this particular question are 

consistent with previous research. As it was previously stated, using the severe 

discrepancy method as this school district does, general education teachers are required to 

refer students who are struggling academically, but are not required to be directly 

involved in the evaluation procedure (Hosp 2004). The academic and intellectual testing 

are completed by special education staff and school psychologists. 

Interestingly, question two on the rating scale had participants rank their 

involvement in the special education evaluation of a struggling student and as seen in 

Table 3 this particular question had an average satisfaction level of 3.95 which is very 

near a satisfaction level of 4 (satisfied). Of particular interest is how their knowledge of 

the current process could have a lower level of satisfaction than their satisfaction of their 

involvement in the process. The increase from their satisfaction of knowledge to their 

involvement would indicate that participants are satisfied with the current process in 

which many are not directly involved. One noted factor that could contribute to this 

increase in the average response is those taking part directly in the evaluation process 
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(special education staff, school psychologists, speech-language pathologists, and 

occupation therapists) typically rated their response at very satisfied (5). This alone could 

cause the small increase in the average rating. Research has indicated that there has been 

controversy regarding roles in the new method, RtI, and what professionals hold more 

responsibility in the implementation of this method (Kavale, 2005). In schools that are 

using the severe discrepancy method, school psychologists and special education teachers 

hold the more prominent role in the evaluation process with assistance from general 

education staff, whereas RtI, is intended to be implemented by general education teachers 

in the classroom setting with assistance from special education staff and reading 

specialists (Reschly, 2005). 

Question three asked participants how they would rate their satisfaction of their 

opportunity to assist struggling learners using a variety of instructional strategies. The 

mean of 3.66 (between neutral and satisfied) was not alarming considering if teachers feel 

knowledgeable of the process and their involvement in the process, it would be expected 

that they are also satisfied with their ability to help these students in their classroom. 

Previous research has expressed that using instructional interventions in the classroom is 

an important step to follow through with in order to determine if referral for special 

education is appropriate (Reschly, 2005). Although participants have noted that their 

overall satisfaction is neutral regarding instruction strategies, a study previously 

conducted with a school prior to their implementation of RtI noted that professionals in 

different positions had very different ideas of what could be considered as an 

instructional strategy (Bianco, 2010). Due to the fact that this question was a rated on a 
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scale of one to five, it is unknown what participants were considering to be an 

instructional strategy when rating this question. 

The following question on the rating scale was the first to ask participants to rate 

their knowledge of Rtl and what it will require from them once it is implemented. The 

average for this question dropped in comparison to the previous questions to a rating of 

2.63, falling between not satisfied and neutral. Similar to questions two, the participants 

who rated this question on the higher end of the scale (4 of 5) tended to be those that are 

directly involved in the current evaluation process. According to a case study conducted 

by Bianco (2010) in an elementary school in New Jersey who implemented RtI, one of 

the biggest contributors to the successful implementation of this method was that the 

district provided professional development to staff for one year prior to implementation 

and continued to provide refined training in future years (Bianco, 2010). As stated 

earlier, the district that participated in this survey has a RtI initiative and they are 

expected to be implementing the method within the next year. Although there is much 

controversy over the use of the severe discrepancy model to qualify students struggling 

academically for special education, the last question on the rating scale asked the 

participants their satisfaction with the reliability of their school's current method and the 

average response was 3.57 (between neutral and satisfied). 

Each of the three written response questions on the survey were closely related to 

at least one of the rating scale questions and allowed participants to elaborate on their 

rating scale responses. The first written response question on the survey asked 

participants to explain their role in the pre-referral process. Although most followed a 

similar three to four step procedure, special education teacher's responses were much 
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more detailed than that of general education teachers. This different agrees with research 

that has implied a shift of responsibility when changing from the severe discrepancy 

method to RtI (Reschly, 2005). Most participant's first step was to bring the name of the 

student to their grade level team or child study team followed by trying some 

modifications and/or interventions to help the student attain success. 

The second written response question tied very well to the first in that it asked the 

participants to list some of the interventions (instructional strategies) they would use with 

a struggling student. In this particular question, there was a noticeable different between 

the responses from participants at the elementary school and those at the middle school. 

Middle school teacher accounted for more than 65% of the surveys completed as the 

middle school employs more teachers than the elementary school and therefore the most 

common responses were those from the middle school teachers. The most common 

responses among the middle school teachers were preferential seating (seating a student 

near the location where instruction is given), increased communication with 

parents/guardians, and modifying assignments and due dates. However, these responses 

do not match the definition for instructional strategies which was noted earlier as being 

an important indicator of whether a student can be successful without a special education 

evaluation. The issue with the use of proper instructional interventions addresses the 

2006 change to eligibility in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act 

addressing the inappropriate instruction inclusion rule. In simpler terms, this means that 

we need to be sure that all students are being offered the curriculum in a way that best 

meets their diverse learning style and needs (Drasgow & Yell, 2007). In making the 

changes listed above by middle school teachers, the delivery of instruction to meet the 
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necessary outcomes is not being changed. On the other hand, the most common 

instructional strategies listed by participants at the elementary school that participated 

were small group instruction at their ability level, Americorps-MN Reading Corps 

Intervention and different delivery methods of curriculum. These responses would be 

considered to be different instructional strategies and would be considered to match the 

change made to eligibility more accurately. The middle school and elementary school 

appear to have very different ideas of instructional strategies that should be used for 

struggling students and to accurately say their needs cannot be met without a referral to 

special education. 

The last written response question which asked participants to explain how their 

role will change when Rtl is implemented was very closely related to the survey question 

in which participants rated their satisfaction of their knowledge of RtI to be between not 

satisfied and neutral. Surveys indicated that the majority of participants (87%) indicated 

that they were unsure how their role would change. Of the 13% of participants who did 

know that RtI would require more classroom interventions, over half of those participants 

were special education teachers. Research on RtI indicated that most of the tiered 

interventions take place in the general education classroom either by the general 

education teacher alone or with the assistance of special education staff or other content 

area specialist (Kavale, 2005). The participants who responded as being "unsure" of their 

role change will be the individuals who will be expected to implement the new method in 

their classrooms for struggling learners within the next year. 
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Limitations 

There are several potential limitations to this study that should be taken under 

consideration. One possible limitation is that this study takes place in only one school 

district in Minnesota. School districts across the United States have many variations in 

the process they follow to evaluate and qualify students for special education under the 

category of specific learning disabilities (Anderson, 2000). There was also a noticeable 

difference in the written response questions between these two schools that work with 

one another to ensure an appropriate education for students starting in kindergarten and 

continuing through sixth grade. The information gathered from the current study could 

differ greatly even if other middle schools in the same district were asked to participate. 

Another limitation related to the schools that participated in this study is that they are in 

close proximity, therefore they service students from a similar community. Both schools 

have a high percentage of identified gifted students which could also affect the services 

they provide as well as the student population that the participants from the schools are 

used to serving. The design of the survey may also limit the information that was 

gathered from the participants. Different information may have been able to be obtained 

from the participants if questions on the survey were altered or more opportunity to 

provide written responses was given. The most useful data was gained through the 

written response questions on the present survey and giving an opportunity for 

participants to comment on the rating scale questions could have offered more useful 

information to the study. 
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The time the participants were given to complete the survey could also be a 

limitation to this study as they were asked to complete the survey at the same time that it 

was explained to them. Processing time to reflect on their current involvement in the 

process as well as instructional strategies may have offered more detailed responses from 

participants. Another limitation for the present study could be the teaching experience of 

the participants. Over 80% off the participants have been teaching for over seven years. 

RtI is a method that has been researched has begun to be implemented across the United 

States within the past five years therefore teachers who have been out of teacher 

preparation courses since this time may have less knowledge regarding this method than 

teachers who have more recently completed education degrees. Teacher preparation 

courses at colleges are continuing to change with the best practices of teachers being 

dictated by new legislation in the area of education (Drasgow & Yell, 2007). 

Future Research 

The results of this study suggest a number of future directions for research aimed at 

the implementation of Rtl in schools across the United States. Fletcher, et al., (2007) 

reported that is stated by legislation that the academic and intellectual testing that is 

completed on isolated days with the discrepancy method is not sufficient as it is not 

individualized and determining if a change in the delivery of instruction in the classroom 

could affect a student's success. Future research may compare the data of qualified students 

for learning disabilities in schools that are using the discrepancy and schools that are 

implementing RtI. The research could examine the academic growth in the students who 

participated in the different methods. 
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The school district chosen for this study was specifically chosen since they have a RtI 

initiative already in place and should prospectively be implementing the method within the 

next year. The study was created to determine not only the satisfaction of educational 

professionals with their current process to determine eligibility as well as expectations and 

knowledge of the method they would be expected to be the providers of in the near future. 

Based on the findings of this study, future research should be geared to the professional 

training that is given to professionals who are expected to implement new procedures and 

instructional strategies such as those involved with RtI. In addition, future research should 

study the most effective professional development to prepare teachers to meet the needs of 

struggling learners in their classrooms. 
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APPENDIX A 
IRB APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX B 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL APPROVAL 



Response to Intervention 42 

The mission of South Washington County Schools Is to empower all learners 
with the knowledge, skills and attitudes for success. 

www.sowashco.k12.mn.us/lake 
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APPENDIX C 
MIDDLE SCHOOL APPROVAL 
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The mission of South Washington County Schools Is to empower all learners 
with the knowledge, skills and altitudes for success. 

www.sowoshcn.k12.mn.us/lake 

http://www.aowoahcn.hl2.nin.nn/lnkc
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APPENDIX D 
CONSENT FORM 
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CONSENT FORM 
The Involvement of Educators in the Eligibility Process for Special Education 

You are invited to be in a research study of the feelings and involvement of a variety of 

educational professionals in the eligibility process for special education under the category of 

learning disabilities. You were selected as a possible participant because you play an active role 

in the education of students and are part of the team that determines eligibility for special 

education. We ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing 

to be in the study. 

This study is being conducted by: Kelly Kokotovich, graduate student at the University of 

Minnesota Duluth 

Background Information 

The purpose of this study is to determine how involved educators currently are in the process 

for determining eligibility for special services. Rtl is a new model many school districts are 

beginning to implement to meet the needs of students in the classroom and determine 

eligibility for special education. In most school districts, using Rtl is just an option at this point 

versus a requirement. The school district involved in this study currently has a Rtl initiative in 

place and hopes to implement this model within the next year or two. This study will also 

provide some information on the willingness of various educators to move towards Rtl and well 

as their current knowledge about this model. 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 

Sign and date this consent form. Complete a survey which consists of five questions where you 

will be asked to rate your response and three questions in which you will be asked to scribe your 

response. Participation in this study should take approximately 10 minutes. 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 

The study has minimal risks. Some participants may find it offensive that they are asked to rate 

their own knowledge and feelings however no identifying information or names are attached to 

the surveys. 

The benefits to participation are: There are no benefits involved in this study. 
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Please rate how satisfied you are with the following items using the rating scale below: 

1= Opposed 2=Not satisfied 3=Neutral 4= Satisfied 5=Very satisfied 

1. Your knowledge of the current process in your 1 2 3 4 5 

school to refer and evaluate students who are 

struggling academically. 

2. Your current involvement in the special education 1 2 3 4 5 

evaluation of a student struggling academically. 

3. Your opportunity to assist struggling students with a 1 2 3 4 5 

a variety of instructional strategies before they are 

assessed for special education. 

4. Your knowledge of the possible change to the 1 2 3 4 5 

Rtl (RtI) model for determining 

eligibility and what it will require from you. 

5. The reliability of the process your school is currently 1 2 3 4 5 

using to identify disabilities in students struggling 

academically. 

Please answer the following questions with a brief response of your current experience: 

6. What is your role in the pre-referral process? 

7. What interventions (strategies) do you currently use for struggling students? 

8. How do you see your role changing if Rtl (RtI) is implemented? (If you are unsure how 

your role would change, please note that here. 

School: Years teaching: Gender: 

Job title: Years in current position: 

Areas of licensure: 

Grade level of students: 
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APPENDIX E 
SURVEY 




