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 When students exhibit ongoing, persistent, or intensive social, emotional, and/or behavioral 

challenges in a classroom or school, and they resist or do not respond to effective classroom 

instruction and preventative Social-Emotional Learning/Positive Behavioral Support System 

(SEL/PBSS) approaches, the reasons underlying these challenges must be determined so that 

strategic or intensive instructional or intervention services, supports, strategies, or programs can 

be successfully implemented. In order to accomplish this, a data-based, functional assessment 

problem solving process is needed within a district or school’s multi-tiered system of services, 

supports, strategies, and interventions. The problem-solving process, however, must assess the 

different factors in a classroom, school, or beyond and how they may be causing or contributing 

to the challenging situation. In addition, the process needs to evaluate a student’s response to the 

strategic or intensive instructional or intervention approaches implemented to determine their 

success. 

 

 This chapter discusses challenging student behavior in the context of the multi-tiered system 

of support (MTSS) process that guides the assessment to intervention process. After defining 

MTSS, the data-based, functional assessment problem solving is overviewed along with critical 

problem identification and problem analysis procedures. Seven “high-hit” reasons why students 

demonstrate academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral challenges then are described. The 

chapter concludes by addressing how the functional assessment results are linked with specific 

multi-tiered services, supports, strategies, or interventions. 

 

Describing MTSS  

 

 The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the benchmark legislation that guides 

education nationwide through the U.S. Department of Education, defines "multi-tiered systems 

of support" as: 

 
1 This chapter is a modification (November, 2020) of the chapter appearing in Knoff, H.M. (2012). School 

Discipline, Classroom Management, and Student Self-Management: A Positive Behavioral Support 

Implementation Guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.  
 
2 Copyright, 2021; All rights reserved 
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  "a comprehensive continuum of evidence-based, systemic practices to support a rapid response 

to students' needs, with regular observation to facilitate data-based instructional decision-

making." 

  

 Critically, in the spirit of ESEA, this broad definition provides a significant level of 

flexibility so that school districts can use their staff and other resources to address the academic 

and social, emotional, and behavioral needs of their students. At the same time, while not 

required, virtually all districts have organized the “continuum” that frames their multi-tiered 

systems of support (MTSS) into the three-tiered system that historically began with the 

“Response to Intervention” (RtI) approaches that preceded MTSS. 

 

 Holistically, MTSS involves evaluating the degree to which students (a) master academic 

material in response to effective differentiated instruction, and (b) demonstrate appropriate, 

prosocial behavior in response to effective behavioral instruction and classroom management. 

The MTSS continuum begins in general education classrooms with evidence-based academic and 

social skills curricula taught by highly qualified teachers using effective instructional practices.  

 

 When students do not academically or behaviorally progress or respond to effective 

instruction, the MTSS process moves to a functional assessment and data-based problem-solving 

process to determine the reason(s) for a student’s lack of progress or success. The results of these 

“root cause” assessments are linked to strategic or intensive instruction or interventions. These 

MTSS services, supports, strategies, or interventions facilitate the elimination or resolution of 

targeted underlying problems, resulting in student progress, achievement, and proficiency.  

 

  Depending on the severity of the problem (e.g., based on its frequency, duration, or 

intensity) or the intensity or complexity of the needed services and supports, the problem solving 

process could involve an individual classroom teacher—working independently, or with an 

academic or behavioral consultant—all the way through the use of Grade-level collegial or 

Building-level MTSS/multidisciplinary teams, respectively. The focus of the process, ultimately, 

is on early, responsive, and data-driven instruction or intervention that is delivered and 

evaluated, to the greatest degree possible, in the general education classroom. The focus of the 

services and supports, ultimately, is on student learning, mastery, and proficiency on state- and 

district-identified academic and social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes. 

 

 Right from the beginning, the interdependence between students’ academic and social, 

emotional, and behavioral status needs to be emphasized. Clearly, how students feel and behave 

impacts their academic progress, and how students academically progress affects how they feel 

and behave. For this reason, the MTSS problem solving process often begins by asking, for 

example, whether a student is behaviorally acting out because of academic frustration, or is 

academically not learning due to some social, emotional, or behavioral reason.  

 

 Similarly, students’ academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral challenges are 

evaluated in the context of their “Instructional Environments.” A regular classroom’s 

Instructional Environment consists of the Teacher/Instructional, Curricular, and Student factors 

that help students to succeed, that may explain why they do not succeed, and/or that are involved 

in the instructional or intervention approaches that return them to success.  
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 Figure 1.  Source: Project ACHIEVE Press, 2020 as adapted from Rosenfield, 1987. 

 

 

 When implemented with integrity, the MTSS process provides information and data that 

promote quality decisions regarding effective school and schooling practices, along with a 

cascade of approaches to address the academic and/or behavioral needs of at-risk, 

underachieving, unresponsive, and unsuccessful students. The timing of when and where to 

pursue consultation and data-based problem-solving process, however, is a critical decision. 

Indeed, at what level of risk, underachievement, unresponsiveness, or lack of success does a 

teacher begin the problem solving process, and what criteria determine when to involve other 

consultants, the Grade-level MTSS team, or the Building-level MTSS team?  

 

 The principles to help answer this question include the following: 

 

1. Teachers (and other staff) should begin the problem-solving process (see Step 1 in the 

section below) as soon as they have academic or social, emotional, or behavioral 

concerns about a student. Early, successful intervention is important for all students.  

 

2. Teachers (and other staff) should ask for collegial support or consultative assistance when 

their instruction, classroom management, and intervention approaches have been 

implemented with the needed integrity and intensity for a struggling or challenging 

student, and they have not worked. 

 

3. When requesting consultative assistance, teachers (and other staff) should proceed to the 

level of support (a single-professional consultation, the Grade-level MTSS team, the 

Building-level MTSS team) that they feel is warranted given the severity of the problem 
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(e.g., based on frequency, duration, or intensity) or the anticipated intensity or complexity 

of the needed services and supports. 

 

 Said differently, teachers should not implement instructional or intervention approaches in 

the classroom that they are not trained on or competent with. Teachers should not try to “go it 

alone” because they are embarrassed by or do not feel that colleagues or administrators respect 

or support their requests for help. Finally, the level of MTSS problem-solving and the involve of 

multidisciplinary colleagues is based on student need, and there are no prerequisites or 

conditions before involving the Building-level MTSS team. That is, students should not have to 

fail sequentially or progressively across the three levels of the MTSS continuum in order to 

receive the most comprehensive assessment or intervention services. If the frequency or severity 

of a problem or the intensity of the services needed warrant it, then the Building-level MTSS 

team (if appropriate) should immediately be involved —even if this is apparent on a student’s 

first day of school.  

 

 Once again, the primary mode of service delivery in a school, from an MTSS perspective, 

involves the integration of problem solving, consultation, and intervention. Below, the data-

based, functional assessment problem solving process that operationalizes this service delivery 

orientation is described. 

 

The Data-based, Functional Assessment, Problem Solving Process 

 

 Data-based problem solving is the hub that connects all of the spokes of the MTSS process, 

and it is vital that all instructional, related services and support, and administrative staff in a 

school be collaboratively trained and competent in its use. While somewhat sequential, data-

based problem solving is a fluid, flexible, and strategic process involving four inherent elements: 

(a) problem identification, clarification, and specification; (b) problem analysis and functional 

assessment; (c) intervention planning, preparation, and implementation; and (d) evaluation of 

implementation integrity, intensity, and success (see Figure 2 below). These essential elements 

are expanded into seven interdependent steps below. 

 

 Step 1: Reviewing Existing Data, Records, and Student History. When a teacher has 

academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral concerns about a student, the first formal steps 

in the MTSS process include (a) having the teacher describe his or her initial concerns—in 

descriptive, observable, and measurable terms, as well as the current functional academic and 

behavioral mastery and skill levels of the student; (b) completing a Cumulative Records Review 

by cataloging all of the current and past information and data on the student while also 

identifying information patterns and gaps; (c) ensuring that the student’s hearing and vision, at 

the very least, have been checked by the school nurse—along with collecting any additional 

medically- or biologically-related information in the student’s records and from the student’s 

parents/guardians; (d) contacting the parents/guardians to discuss the initial concerns, and to 

interview them relative to additional historical and current family, home, and developmental 

information; (e) interviewing previous teachers (and others) who have taught or worked with the 

student; and (f) determining the need for classroom observations by someone skilled in that area.  
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 We call these activities the “First Things First,” because—just like at a doctor’s office—the 

student’s current status and history must be known prior to assessment and intervention as they 

often provide a critical context to the case. While teachers are trained to complete these activities 

as part of the professional development that precedes MTSS school-wide implementation, they 

often receive assistance (e.g., from a school nurse in the medical area, or a counselor or social 

worker who participates in the parent/guardian interviews) in a number of the areas above. 

 

 

The Problem Solving Process

Intervention Implementation

What are we going to do about it?

Evaluation/

Response to

Intervention

Is it working?

Identify the Problem

What is the problem?

Analyze the

Problem

Why is it 

occurring?

 
   Figure 2. Source: Iowa Department of Education, 1998/Heartland Area 

   Educational Agency, 2005 

 

 

 Once all of this information is collected, teachers usually have a better understanding of the 

student of concern, and they may modify their initial impressions or descriptions of the problem 

behaviors or situations. They also may know, historically, (a) whether the concerns are new and 

shared, or if they are already being addressed in other settings; (b) whether they have been 

observed and treated by others in the past, how, and how successfully; and (c) when and how 

often, where and with whom, and why and to what degree the concerns are occurring. Through 

this data collection and analysis process, teachers also identify and validate students’ academic 

and social, emotional, and behavioral skills, assets, and abilities; and their academic and 

behavioral progress and learning patterns over time.  

 

 In collaborating with medical personnel, the presence or absence of relevant physical/ 

physiological, chemical/biochemical, hormonal/genetic, neurological or cognitive, or other 

circumstances or events can be discerned or discounted. In meeting with the parents/guardians, 

teachers can share their concerns; solicit their information, perceptions, and assistance; and begin  
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to build the strong, collaborative relationship that needs to be sustained throughout the problem-

solving process.  In addition, as appropriate, teachers (or attending related services professionals) 

can obtain parent/guardian permission to secure relevant, out-of-district educational, medical, 

mental health, or other records, and/or to contact and discuss other professionals’ past or present 

involvement or treatment with the student. 

 

 Step 2: Completing a “Gap Analysis”. As noted, if justified by the severity, intensity, or 

complexity of a student’s problems—and the information or data collected during the First 

Things First activities, the classroom teacher presents the case to the Building-level MTSS team. 

After systematically outlining the most-relevant information collected during Step 1 of this 

process, the teacher responds to questions from the members of this multi-disciplinary team, and 

other known and unknown information is discussed. If the team decides that the primary 

concerns are clear enough, and that there is enough valid information to proceed, it chooses the 

best consultant in or available to the school to continue the assessment and intervention process 

with the teacher. If there are too many unanswered questions, the discussion eventually is 

suspended, different individuals are asked to obtain the answers to these questions, and the 

discussion continues at a future, reconvened meeting once the needed information is in-hand. 

 

 [Note that while the “Case Consultant” chosen usually comes from the Building-level MTSS 

team, this is not necessary. Indeed, the best consultant may be another related service 

professional who is not serving on the MTSS team this year, an administrator or teacher in the 

building, or another professional working in the district, but not at the school.] 

 

 The decision on the best consultant to work with the classroom teacher on a case is the 

primary goal of the initial Building-level MTSS meeting. Given the typical complexity of most 

cases at this level, it is rare that the reasons underlying a student’s difficulties are so clear at the 

first MTSS meeting that, sight unseen, the instructional or intervention services, supports, 

strategies, or programs are apparent and ready for implementation. Once again, the problem 

solving, consultation, and intervention approach to MTSS service delivery is apparent early on in 

this process. More importantly, as many of the most challenging academic and social, emotional, 

or behavioral cases will involve the Building-level MTSS team, most Step 2 gap analyses will be 

completed collaboratively by the assigned consultant and classroom teacher in the settings where 

the actual concerns exist.  

 

 Said a different way: most of the problem analysis to determine the root causes of a student’s 

challenges occurs away from the formal MTSS meeting—by the assigned consultant with the 

teacher having the student concern. The first part of the analysis step involves (a) identifying the 

gap between the student’s current versus expected (or desired) level of functioning, (b) 

specifying the “replacement behaviors,” and (c) quantifying the gap. 

 

 A student’s skill gap is determined by contrasting the academic and social, emotional, and 

behavioral self-management skills that s/he has mastered (regardless of age level) with the skills 

that s/he should have mastered, given instruction and developmental/maturational expectations.  
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 In different academic areas, teachers can use national and state standards, district pacing 

charts, the scope and sequence maps from the trade books or curricula being used, or course 

syllabi or content descriptions to determine the specific content and skills that students have 

mastered and can use independently. These decisions can be based on an integration of data from 

national, state, and other normed assessment tools, interim or computer-assisted tests, and formal 

and informal classroom-based tests and curriculum-based progress monitoring tools. The teacher 

then can compare and contrast the student’s current mastery level with where s/he should be 

given his/her current grade or course placement. 

 

 On a social, emotional, and behavioral level, one way to organize these skills is to assess and 

analyze a student’s personal/self-management (e.g., attention control, emotional control, and 

self-concept/self-esteem) skills; interpersonal (e.g., engagement and response, problem-solving, 

and conflict prevention and resolution) skills; and environmental/situational (e.g., school, 

classroom, academic supporting, and extracurricular) skills. After contrasting a student’s current 

with expected social, emotional, and behavioral skills, the skill gap is apparent. Most skill gaps 

here identify a student’s need to: (a) increase the frequency of existing, or establish new, 

prosocial behaviors; (b) decrease the frequency of, or eliminate, inappropriate behaviors; (c) 

increase the duration of appropriate or decrease the duration of inappropriate behaviors; (d) 

decrease the latency time relative to the appearance of appropriate behaviors; or (e) increase the 

intensity of appropriate or decrease the intensity of inappropriate behaviors.  

 

 Academically, the “replacement behaviors” are typically the next set of skills or content that 

a student needs to learn on the curriculum’s scope and sequence map and/or the district’s pacing 

charts or course syllabi. These should be aligned with the state and national standards in a 

particular academic area. 

 

 On a social, emotional, and behavioral level, even when there is a need to decrease or 

eliminate inappropriate behavior, the problem-solving process should concurrently focus on 

increasing or establishing appropriate, replacement behaviors. Replacement behaviors describe  

the positive, proactive, or pro-social emotional, and/or behavior competencies or self-

management skills that teachers and others want the student to demonstrate. These skills are 

never described using the words “not,” “stop,” or “don’t.” While some teachers intuitively 

believe that the primary goal of a behavioral intervention is to stop an inappropriate behavior 

(e.g., running, swearing, bullying), they need to understand that many students will replace one 

inappropriate behavior for another if the intervention does not also focus on true replacement 

behaviors (i.e., walking, appropriate conversation, positive or neutral social interactions).  

 

 The next activity in this process is to quantify the gap. This is especially important because 

these numbers help set short-term progress monitoring and long-term intervention goals. 

Academically, the quantification is dependent on the targeted content or skill. While a standard 

score or percentile ranking from a normed test could be used, the most sensitive gap data reflects 

a criterion or assessment of student mastery (e.g., demonstrating 90% or more success or content 

knowledge on a curriculum-based assessment, reading a grade-level passage at 100 words per 

minute with 3 or fewer decoding or fluency errors). 
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 On a social, emotional, and behavioral level, the quantification most often reflects a specific 

number that reflects a behavior’s frequency, duration, intensity, or latency. If the analysis uses 

some type of normed assessment instrument or tool, the gap may be communicated as a 

percentile, standard score, or t-score. Critically, some students’ social or interpersonal problems 

(and replacement behaviors) may be more complex and descriptive. This may require a more 

qualitative or process-oriented description of the gap. 

 

 The last activity in Step 2 is to prioritize the clarified concerns and replacement behaviors. 

As very few students have only one academic or behavioral concern, prioritization is necessary 

in order for the data-based, functional assessment problem solving process to move effectively 

and efficiently toward intervention success. Simplistically, students’ academic or behavioral 

concerns can be prioritized in three different ways—by considering: (a) their intensity or 

severity; (b) how they relate or interact with each other; or (c) how easily—relative to speed, 

resources, training, and the complexity or intensity of intervention—they can be changed or 

resolved.  

 

 When concerns are arranged by intensity, the teacher and consultant organize them from the 

most troubling, intense, problematic, or serious to the least. While many advocate this 

approach—because they want the most problematic concerns to be solved first, it must be 

recognized that these concerns are often the most resistant to change, they typically require the 

most training and resources, and they may take the most time to work out. 

 

 When concerns arranged by their relationships or interdependencies to each other, they are 

organized by first listing those that, if successfully resolved, would impact and help to resolve or 

moderate other concerns. For example, interventions that increase students’ in-seat behavior may 

also resolve the same students’ negative peer interactions when they are out of their seats, their 

non-completion of academic work at their seat, their defiance when teachers direct them to re- 

seat themselves, and their lack of academic skill mastery when they “miss” work due to the out-

of-seat behavior. 

 

 Finally, when concerns—or their replacement behaviors—are arranged by their potential 

success, they are organized by how quickly and easily the interventions can be implemented with 

fidelity and impact. This approach is often used (a) to show teachers (or others—including the 

students themselves) that success is possible, especially when they either are doubtful or when a 

series of intervention “failures” have already occurred; or (b) when there is a need for a strategic 

“early victory” to help build the momentum for later, more sustained successes. While these 

interventions may not resolve the most pressing or pivotal student concerns, they can establish 

the positive beliefs and experiences needed to eventually address these more complex or intense 

concerns. 

 

 Critically, there is no “right” or “wrong” way to use these three prioritization approaches. 

Every student case has its own history, context, and dynamics. Thus, different cases will have 

different priorities reflected across the three approaches. At the same time, as most intervention 

plans initially focus only on two or three targets, the concerns identified at the top of the priority 

list should be well considered both empirically and strategically.  



 9 

 The Functional Assessment Process. As the gap analysis proceeds and transitions into Step 3 

[i.e., the Development of Hypotheses to explain the root cause(s) of the gap], the functional 

assessment process has more formally begun. Whether a functional assessment is performed 

individually by a classroom teacher or with a colleague or consultant from the Grade- or 

Building-level MTSS team, respectively, there are a series of common academic and behavioral 

assessment questions that help guide this process. These questions are best organized within the 

three interdependent domains of the Instructional Environment—the Teacher/Instructional, 

Curricula, and Student factors (see Table 1 and, once again, Figure 1). 

 

 

 

Table 1.  Important Functional Assessment Questions in the Instructional Environment 

Student Characteristics/Conditions involve characteristics and conditions that relate primarily to a 

student’s cognitive and academic ability, attitudes toward schooling, and readiness for academic and social, 

emotional, and behavioral learning. These characteristics directly relate to those behaviors that support 

learning, progress, and achievement. These characteristics and conditions also involve student behaviors 

that directly support academic and social learning and progress, such as self-competence skills, social skills, 

and effective use of the teacher and teacher time.  

 

When students are referred for academic difficulties, relevant questions include: 

 

 1. Does the student have the prerequisite skills for the required/desired tasks? 

 

  2. Does the student have the prior learning strategies to facilitate the advanced learning desired? 

 

 3. Does the student have the self-competency, cognitive/metacognitive, motivational,  

   social/interactive, and other learning-supporting skills needed to be successfully involved in  

   the desired task? 

 

 4. Does the student have and/or use the appropriate learning styles and approaches needed to  

   successfully complete the desired tasks? 

When students have behavioral difficulties, relevant questions include: 

  

  1. To what extent can the referral source (e.g., the teacher) describe the referral concern (and other  

  student liabilities) in behavioral terms, or are there only vague descriptions of concerns (e.g.,  

  “the child has a problem with defiance”)? 

 

 2. What occurs before, during, and after the behavior of concern?  

 

 3. What are the student’s strengths across domains relevant to the referral problem(s), across domains 

  that might be used in an intervention program for the referral problem, and across other domains  

  that do not necessarily relate to the referral problem? 

 

 4. Where does the problem occur least often? Is the problem occurring more or less often than (a) last 

  week, (b) last month, (c) the beginning of the year, or (d) at the onset of the problem? When did  

  the problem behavior first occur? What is the teacher’s preferred approach to solve the problem? 
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Table 1—Continued 

 

 5. What is the function of the behavior for the student? for other students? for the teacher? What is  

  the teacher’s style, skill, and investment in dealing with the problem? 

 

 6. Is the problem a skill, performance, or self-management deficit for the student? Is the problem a  

  skill, performance, or self-management deficit for the teacher? 

 

 7. How often can the behavior occur and still be tolerable for the teacher? How do other students  

  behave such that their behavior is acceptable/tolerable? If the student were unable to engage in  

  the problem behavior, what other problem behaviors might occur in substitution? 

 

 8. What interventions have been tried before? What were the goals and characteristics of these  

  interventions, how were they implemented, and what were the outcomes for the student and for  

  the teacher, parents, and significant others? 

 

 9. What would motivate the teacher to work on this problem in the classroom 9. setting? How would  

  solving the problem behavior make the teacher’s day easier? What is the teacher’s commitment  

  to work on the problem? 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

Teacher Characteristics/Performance/Effectiveness Conditions involve characteristics and conditions 

that teachers bring to the classroom that ultimately translate into the effective instructional skills and 

behaviors that maximize student learning. Also involved here are those school and schooling skills, 

activities, and interactions that teachers perform that make their instructional approaches effective. 

When students are not learning or making sufficient progress in a classroom and/or when they are referred 

for academic difficulties, questions related to a teacher’s instructional approach or other related 

instructional factors include: 

 

 1. Does the instructional environment support the learning/educational process? 

 2. Is the teacher being effective with the student?  

 3. Is the teacher adapting the curriculum such that there is an appropriate student-curriculum match? 

 

 4. Is instruction programmed for student success? 

 

 5. When special academic interventions are necessary, does the teacher have the knowledge, skill,  

   confidence, objectivity, and/or interactional skills needed to maximize success? 

 

 6. When special academic interventions are necessary, are there appropriate resources, support  

   materials, and staff available to the teacher to maximize success? 

 

 7. When special academic interventions are necessary, is a problem-solving process used that links  

   assessment directly to intervention? 

 

 8. When special academic interventions are necessary, are the interventions 8. acceptable to the  

   teacher, socially valid, and effectively implemented? 
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Table 1—Continued 

Curricular Characteristics/Conditions involve characteristics and/or conditions of the academic 

curricula being used (or that were previously used) in a classroom, and include a curriculum’s content and 

materials as well as the processes that are used to ensure student learning and mastery. 

Relevant questions when considering the curriculum within the context of the students referred for 

academic difficulties include: 

 

 1. Does the curriculum specify the particular objectives that the student is expected to master for each  

   instructional unit? 

 

 2. Does the curriculum specify the particular skills that the student must possess as a prerequisite to  

   meeting the instructional objectives for each unit? 

 

 3. Does the curriculum task analyze specific skills, when appropriate, such that sequential and  

   mastery-oriented learning results for all students? 

 

   4. Does the curriculum provide a range of levels to accommodate the different cognitive and language 

    levels that might exist within an integrated classroom? 

 

 5. Does the curriculum introduce new skills such that students have a high probability of success and  

   provide sufficient positive practice opportunities for students to attain mastery? 

 

 6. Does the curriculum have built-in opportunities for students to transfer new training to other  

   academic situations, applications, and contexts? 

 

 7. Does the curriculum have horizontal skill books and other materials available for students who  

   need extra instruction and/or practice to attain mastery? 

 

 8. Does the curriculum follow research-based methods of instruction relative to student mastery and  

   other relevant outcomes? 

 

 

 

 

 Critically, these questions, and the data-driven ways to answer them, are integrated into the 

school-wide problem solving training referenced earlier in this chapter, and they are used 

explicitly and planfully during the earliest steps of the MTSS process. This ensures that everyone 

is consistently using the same problem-solving process, and it increases the potential that 

teachers will ask and answer these questions early on—solving some of their own student 

problems over time. Even if these early solutions do not occur, these questions increase the 

integrity of teachers’ data collection activities and, ultimately, the effectiveness and efficiency of 

MTSS meetings. This is because teachers are able to comprehensively present a student’s history 

and current classroom status at these meetings, they already have the answers to some of the 

typical questions asked by MTSS Building-level Team members, and they bring additional 

perspectives that can help Team members to answer other, more complex questions. 
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 Given the fluid nature of problem solving, many of the questions in Table 1 straddle Step 2 

and Step 3. And because, once again, some students’ social, emotional, or behavioral problems 

have academic roots, these questions facilitate the functional assessment problem solving process 

in both of these areas early on. At the same time, however, all of the questions are not relevant to 

every student concern, and other essential questions may need to be added given the unique 

nature of some students’ challenges.  

 

 Step 3: The Development of Hypotheses. The MTSS’s data-based, functional assessment 

problem solving process applies the scientific method to student and other concerns. That is, the 

process involves generating hypothesizes to explain why certain student situations are occurring, 

conducting assessments to confirm or reject the hypotheses, and linking strategic instructional or 

intervention services, supports, strategies, or programs—to facilitate desired outcomes—to  

confirmed hypotheses.  

 

 All hypotheses are organized in the following format: 

 

“The [Problem Behavior] is occurring  because  ______________________ .” 

 

The first part of the statement includes an educationally- or behaviorally-specific description of 

the student concern or identified gap. The second part of the statement, based on all of the 

information collected during the first steps of the problem-solving process, specifies the 

hypothesized reason for the concern or gap.  

_________________________ 

 

 Two sample hypotheses might be: 

 

“Rebecca is not correctly adding three or more two-digit numbers together, because she does not 

align them consistently on her paper prior to completing the calculations needed.” 

 

“Jason is throwing chairs, because the math work is too hard for him and he gets frustrated.” 

_________________________ 

 

 During Step 3, hypotheses in up to six possible domains are generated—within the three 

domains in the Instructional Environment—involving the Teacher/Instructional, Curricula, and 

Student factors, respectively; and in three additional domains involving Classroom/Peer, 

School/District, and Home/Community factors, respectively (see Figure 3 below).  

 

 Critically, factors and hypotheses in the three Instructional Environment domains identify 

reasons that tend to cause a student’s difficulties (e.g., the absence of a social skills curriculum, 

poor social skills instruction, a student’s failure to learn or apply already-taught social skills).  

  

 Factors and hypotheses in the three additional domains identify conditions that contribute, or 

are correlationally-related, to students’ difficulties. For example, peer taunting, an over-crowded 

cafeteria, or a parent’s divorce may contribute to a student’s social, emotional, or behavioral 

difficulties, but they do not cause them—as some students have the emotional control or coping 

skills to respond or adapt to these conditions.  
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 Figure 3.  

 

 

 Said a different way: While peer taunting may increase the probability that a student might 

become emotionally distraught, it does not assure it—because this does not occur for every 

student. If peer taunting caused emotional distress, it would occur with all students. 

 

 From an intervention perspective, then, a student’s lack of emotional control or coping skills 

actually is one possible cause of a student’s difficulties given the three Classroom/Peer, 

School/District, and Home/Community conditions above. While a comprehensive intervention 

plan would focus on eliminating the peer taunting, the over-crowded cafeteria, and the acrimony 

of the parent’s divorce—replacing them with positive peer interactions, a safer and more 

organized cafeteria schedule and process, and more positive parental interactions in front of their 

child—the plan would also have to include some kind of emotional control training to teach the 

student how to control his/her thoughts, emotions, physiological reactions, and behavioral 

responses to these difficult conditions. That is, while eliminating the Classroom/Peer, 

School/District, and Home/Community conditions might help the student in the short-term, only 

successful emotional control training will have the greatest and most direct impact for the long-

term—especially if the conditions above can’t be eliminated. 

 

 Teachers, administrators, and related service professionals should generate and test all of the 

plausible hypotheses, in the six ecological domains above, for every student involved in the 

MTSS process. The remainder of this section focuses on the “high-hit” hypothesis areas within 

the three Instructional Environment domains that help to causally explain many students 

academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral challenges (see Figures 4, 5, and 6). While 

presented separately, please remember that these domains are interdependent, and that many of 

the questions in Table 1 also involve hypotheses that are relevant to this step and process. 
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 The Teacher/Instructional Characteristics and Factors domain involves effective instructional  

and classroom management skills and strategies that past and present teachers demonstrate in the 

classroom to maximize student learning, achievement, and self-management. Also involved here 

are those effective school and schooling skills, interactions, adaptations, and accommodations 

that teachers use to link student, instruction, and curricula together so that individual student 

needs are recognized and met. 

 
 The absence of effective and/or the presence of ineffective (in general or for specific 

students) teaching and/or other instructional processes or factors sometimes explain why certain 

students are not academically learning and progressing, and/or are not demonstrating appropriate 

or are demonstrating challenging behaviors. Hypotheses here may be organized in the following 

areas: Knowledge/Professional Development, Skills, Motivation/Accountability, Consistency, 

and Special Situations (see Figure 4). Below are some specific examples. 

 

 

 
     Figure 4.   

 

• Knowledge/Professional Development and Skills. Teachers may not have the information 

or skills to effectively organize their classrooms and teaching schedules; to teach 

academic or social, emotional, and behavioral skills and classroom routines; to identify 

meaningful incentives and consequences, and use them consistently; to differentially 

respond to challenging student behavior as on the Behavioral Matrix; to implement 

classroom-based interventions based on data and classroom-oriented functional 

assessments. 
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• Skills. In addition to the conditions above, teachers may not have or demonstrate the 

interpersonal or emotional control skills to help them maintain their relationships or 

composure when students are exhibiting challenging behavior. When teachers are overly 

emotional, for example, they may not teach or respond to students’ academic frustration 

or inappropriate behavior as effectively, or they may not execute the interventions, 

designed to address students’ needs, with fidelity.  

 

• Motivation/Accountability. Unfortunately, some teachers simply are not motivated to 

help students with academic struggles or behavioral challenges, and they would rather 

refer them for special education services or send them to the office than work 

collaboratively with academic specialists or mental health personnel to meet their needs. 

Moreover, students with teachers who do not have high, yet realistic, expectations for 

them often underperform, and this can have a cumulative, long-term effect. When 

academically-frustrated students behaviorally act out or disengage, for example, this—in 

a circular way—can increase teachers’ frustration and lack of motivation, which then 

results in even lower expectations, more classroom management problems, and greater 

teacher exhaustion and exasperation. 

 

• Consistency. A high level of teacher inconsistency during instruction often results in 

students not understanding, learning, and mastering the material. Behaviorally, when 

teachers inconsistently reinforce or ignore classroom expectations—and students, 

therefore, demonstrate inappropriate behavior, the inconsistency often undermines the 

classroom’s accountability system while strengthening the inappropriate behavior, 

making it more resistant to change, and decreasing students’ motivation to demonstrate 

appropriate behavior.  

 

• Special Situations. Finally, there are times when teachers are dealing with classroom or 

personal “special situations” that affect students’ academic progress and behavioral 

interactions. For example, some classrooms, from the beginning of the school year, 

simply have a mix of challenging students that “feed off” of one another, making it nearly 

impossible for the teacher to implement effective classroom instruction, behavior 

management, or strategic interventions even on the “best” of days. Some teachers may be 

dealing with personal, out-of-school situations or stressors that inadvertently affect their 

preparation for and interactions in the classroom. This may affect the quality of their 

instruction and relationships with students that, in turn, may result in significant learning 

gaps or inappropriate student behavior. 

 
 The Curricular Characteristics and Factors domain involves the contents and characteristics 

of the academic and social, emotional, behavioral curricula currently being used in a classroom, 

or that were used with specific students in the past. The most important characteristics include 

how each curriculum (a) identifies its goals and objectives—largely through its scope and 

sequence and pacing charts; (b) organizes its content, instructional materials, and embedded 

pedagogical approaches; (c) includes materials and approaches that facilitate curricular 

modification or adaptation, and instructional differentiation by teachers for different learners; (d) 

identifies, assesses, and monitors student learning, progress, and mastery; and (e) documents its 

effectiveness and efficacy in all of the areas above with different types of students. 
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 The absence of effective and/or the presence of ineffective (in general or for specific 

students) academic and social, emotional, behavioral curricula sometimes explain why certain 

students are not academically learning and progressing, and/or are not demonstrating appropriate 

or are demonstrating challenging behaviors. Hypotheses here may be organized in the following 

areas: Alignment, Pedagogy, being Learner-Centered, Consistency, and Adaptability (see Figure 

5). Below are some specific examples. 

 
 

 
 Figure 5.   

 

 

• Alignment of the Curriculum with Stated Outcomes. At times, academic curricula are not 

aligned with national, state, or district standards, resulting in students who either have not 

had the opportunity to learn and mastery required information or content, or who have 

been taught using ineffective scope and sequences.  

 

Similarly, some districts or schools are using social, emotional, or behavioral learning 

curricula (or no curricula at all) that are not aligned with the national, state, or district 

standards, or that have goals that will not result in important interpersonal, social 

problem-solving, conflict prevention and resolution, and emotional control, 

communication, and coping skills and outcomes.  

 

If a district or school, for example, wants to enhance reading comprehension, but it 

chooses a curriculum that does not first teach students how to effectively decode words 

so that they can read fluently, this misalignment will result in many students with poor 

comprehension. Similarly, if a district or school wants to improve students’ prosocial 

behavior (e.g., teaching them to appropriately ask for help, respond to teasing, discuss 
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and resolve conflicts), but it chooses a curriculum that focuses on feelings and emotions, 

it is unlikely that the desired student outcomes will be accomplished.  

 

• All or Critical Parts of the Curriculum are not Sound. Academic and social, emotional, or 

behavioral curricula need to conform to the evidence-based learning methods and 

developmental and cognitive-behavioral principles, respectfully, that facilitate student 

success in these areas. For example, if a literacy curriculum does not use the established 

science of reading in its instructional procedures, students will either take longer to 

master specific reading skills, or not master them at all. 

 

Similarly, if social skills curricula do not use social learning theory to guide their skill 

instruction (i.e., using a teach, model, role play, performance feedback, and transfer of 

training methodology), and if they are not designed to match their instruction to students’ 

current maturational status and cognitive-developmental levels (e.g., by providing 

separate early elementary, late elementary, and middle school materials), students will 

simply not learn and behaviorally demonstrate expected skills. 
 

• Materials/Content are not Engaging, Relevant, or Written with the Learner in Mind. 

When academic and social, emotional, or behavioral curricula are not relevant, exciting, 

and student-centered, students’ engagement and/or motivation decrease, and they do not 

learn or master the information, skills, or applications desired. 
 

• Materials are not Instructionally Sequenced, Organized, or Consistent. At times, 

academic and social, emotional, or behavioral curricula just are not conceptualized, 

designed, or written effectively. Moreover, some do not sequence, from grade-level to 

grade-level, in logical and progressive ways. When these flaws are present, instruction is 

not effective or efficient, lessons do not make sense, and student learning is affected. For 

example, when a curriculum’s scope and sequence recommends teaching more advanced 

academic or social skills before their prerequisite skills, neither set of skills are not easily 

learned and mastered. 
 

• Materials are Difficult to Modify or Adapt for Struggling Students.  Recognizing that 

some students learn in different ways or at different paces, academic and social, 

emotional, or behavioral curricula need to present evidence-based ways—with supporting 

materials—to modify or adapt their core instruction so that struggling learners also can 

succeed. Indeed, when curricula are not easily modified or adapted for different learners, 

they create a situation where students must fit into the curricula, rather than having 

curricula that can fit varying or struggling students. 

 

 The Student Characteristics and Factors domain involves characteristics and conditions that 

relate primarily to students’ biological, physiological, cognitive, behavioral, motivational, and 

dispositional readiness for academic and social, emotional, and behavioral learning and mastery. 

These characteristics directly relate to their social competency and self-management knowledge, 

skills, and behaviors— including their cognitive attitudes, beliefs, and attributions toward 

themselves and others; their interpersonal, social problem solving, conflict prevention and 

resolution, and emotional control, communication, and coping skills; and their self-monitoring, 

self-evaluation, self-correction, and self-reinforcement skills.  
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 As discussed earlier in this chapter, one of the first critical student-focused actions in the 

problem-solving process is to “discount the medical.” That is, in collaboration with medical 

personnel, the possible presence of relevant physical/physiological, chemical/biochemical, 

hormonal/genetic, neurological/organic, or other circumstances or events that might cause or 

negatively impact a student’s academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral learning, actions, 

or reactions must be identified or dismissed. Included here are issues of vision and hearing, 

nutrition and exercise, speech and communication, cognitive status and processing, sleep and 

fatigue, and drugs and alcohol. This is an essential step in understanding why some students 

exhibit academic or behavioral challenges. When present, these physical, physiological, or 

medical conditions must be factored into both the assessment process, and the services, supports, 

strategies, assistive supports, and interventions suggested. 

 

 Beyond this, the primary reasons why students do not demonstrate appropriate and effective, 

and/or demonstrate inappropriate or ineffective academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral 

interactions or outcomes relate to: (a) their learning, mastery, and transfer of needed information 

and skills; (b) their motivation and how they are held accountable to learn and demonstrate the 

information and skills; (c) the consistency of the expectations, instruction, motivation, and 

accountability over time; (d) how this consistency also occurs across skills, students, staff, 

settings, and circumstances; and (e) special situations that involve student interactions and other 

conditions in common school settings, critical peer interactions, and unique student-specific life 

events or circumstances (see Figure 6).  

 
 

 
 Figure 6.  
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 To help guide functional assessments in the Student Characteristics and Factors domain, 

research-to-practice has identified seven “high-hit” reasons why students demonstrate academic 

and/or social, emotional, or behavioral challenges. Consistent with Step 3, these are organized as 

hypotheses within this problem-solving process. 
 

• Hypothesis #1 (Skills): Skill Deficit. A student has not been taught or has not learned and 

mastered the academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral skills needed to learn 

academic skills, or exhibit appropriate behavior (and prevent or avoid inappropriate 

behavior), respectively. 

 

• Hypothesis #2 (Skills): Speed of Acquisition. A student is learning and demonstrating 

some academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral skills, but s/he is not learning and 

mastering these skills at the same rate or pace as other students in the classroom. 

 

• Hypothesis #3 (Skills): Transfer of Training/Generalization. A student is learning and 

demonstrating academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral skills when they are 

taught or in an isolated fashion, but s/he is not transferring or applying these skills 

independently during real, applied, or actual situations. 

 

• Hypothesis #4 (Skills): Conditions of Emotionality. A student has not been taught or has 

not mastered the skills needed to control, communicate, or cope with academic and/or 

social, emotional, or behavioral situations or circumstances that trigger high levels of 

emotionality.  

 

• Hypothesis #5 (Accountability): Motivation/Performance Deficits. A student is not 

motivated to learn and/or apply needed academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral 

content and skills.  

 

• Hypothesis #6 (Consistency): Inconsistency. A student is not learning or demonstrating 

needed academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral content and skills because 

inconsistency exists somewhere in the instructional, motivational, and/or transfer of 

training process. This could involve the inconsistent teaching or prompting of academic 

and/or social, emotional, or behavioral skills; the inconsistent use of incentives, 

consequences, or accountability approaches; or inconsistency that is related to different 

peer, staff, setting, and/or situational expectations, interactions, or conditions. 

 

• Hypothesis #7 (Special Situation): Setting, Peer, Life Circumstances. A student’s 

academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral consistent learning, mastery, motivation, 

or transfer is disrupted or interrupted due to significant past or present situations or 

circumstances (a) in one or more common areas of the school; (b) with one or more 

peers—involving significant levels of teasing, taunting, bullying, harassment, or physical 

aggression; or (c) in some idiosyncratic school, home, or community facet of his/her life. 

The latter area could involve, for example, physical or physiological, mental health, 

disability-related, stress or trauma, physical/sexual abuse, poverty or homelessness, 

dysfunctional home or family, or other critical life event or milestone issues. 
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 Step 4: Assessing to Confirm or Reject Hypotheses. Once a set of viable hypotheses has been 

generated, the problem-solving process proceeds as assessments are conducted to confirm or 

reject these hypotheses. This is done by evaluating a student’s academic and/or social, emotional, 

or behavioral performance when the hypothesized conditions are present (the “Positive 

Prediction”) and absent (the “Converse Prediction”), respectfully.  

 

 For example, let’s consider the two earlier hypotheses and now add their hypothesis-testing 

Prediction Statements:  

 

 Hypothesis 1: 

 

Rebecca is not correctly adding three or more two-digit numbers together, because she does not 

align them consistently on her paper prior to completing the calculations needed. 

 

 Positive Prediction: For math problems where she needs to add three or more two-digit 

numbers together, when Rebecca aligns the addends evenly on her paper (before completing the 

calculations), she correctly solves those problems. 

 

 Converse Prediction: For math problems where she needs to add three or more two-digit 

numbers together, when Rebecca does not align the addends evenly on her paper (before 

completing the calculations), she incorrectly solves those problems. 

_________________________ 

 

 Hypothesis 2: 

 

Jason is throwing chairs, because the math work is too hard for him and he gets frustrated. 

 

 Positive Prediction: When Jason gets math work that is too hard for him, he gets frustrated 

and throws chairs. 

 

 Converse Prediction: When Jason gets math work that he can do, he does not get frustrated 

(he is calm and engaged), and he does not throw chairs (he is on-task and completes the work). 

_________________________ 

 

 In order to confirm or reject Hypothesis 1, the functional Assessment Questions are: 

 

 1. Does Rebecca align the addends evenly on her paper for each problem? (Yes or No) 

 

 2. Does Rebecca correctly solve each problem? (Yes or No) 

 

 If Rebecca is observed while completing an addition math paper, or if work samples of the 

same are collected and analyzed, Hypothesis 1 would be confirmed if she got all or most of the 

addition problems correct after aligning the addends, and she got all or most of the addition 

problems incorrect when she did not align the addends evenly on her paper. 
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 In order to confirm or reject Hypothesis 2, the functional Assessment Questions are: 

 

 1. Does Jason gets math work that is too hard for him? (Yes or No) 

 

 2. Does Jason get frustrated and throw chairs? (Yes or No) 

 

 If the assessment data show a high degree of frustration and chair throwing when Jason 

receives math assignments that we know are well above his ability level, and little or no 

frustration and chair throwing when he receives assignments that are well within his skill and 

mastery level, then Hypothesis 2 would be confirmed.  

 

 However, if we observe frustration and chair throwing regardless of the difficulty level of the 

math work, then Hypothesis 2 would be rejected. Given this, we would conclude that Jason’s 

frustration and chair throwing is not related to the difficulty of his math assignments, and that 

this should not be the foundation of an intervention. At this point, we would need to generate and 

assess other hypotheses. 

 

 Critically, when a hypothesis for a student’s inappropriate academic and/or social, emotional, 

or behavioral interactions relate to a skill deficit that exists at all times for the student (see “high-

hit” Hypotheses #1, #2, #3, and #4 above), Positive and Converse Prediction Statements cannot 

be assessed. For example, if a student has constant peer conflicts because he does not (have the 

skill to) recognize when they are being sarcastic with him, we cannot test the Positive Prediction 

Statement: “When Josh realizes that peers are being sarcastic, he does not get into a conflict with 

them.” This is because Josh does not have the skill of recognizing his peers’ sarcasm. Thus, we 

will never be able to observe what happens when this condition occurs (because it never occurs).  

 

 Given this, hypotheses involving skill deficits are accepted when assessments confirm that 

the skill or behavior has never been taught, never been learned, is not being applied, or has not 

been mastered under conditions of emotionality. 

 

 Approaches to Assess Hypotheses. Without going into a great deal of detail, there are six 

primary ways, summarized in the acronym RIOTSS, that can be used to collect assessment data 

in Step 4.  

 

 They are: 

 

   Review (e.g., records, work samples, previous assessments, data-bases); 

   Interview (e.g., parents, previous teachers, previous intervention specialists, the student); 

  Observe (e.g., in the classroom, during assessments or interventions, in related settings); 

  Test (e.g., group or individual cognitive, achievement, behavioral, or personality  

   assessments); 

  Survey (e.g., a class of students, a grade-level of teachers); and 

  Self-Report (e.g., when an individual, including the student-of-concern, provides relevant  

   information without prompting). 
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 All of these approaches have relative strengths and weaknesses. Critically, the weaknesses 

relate more to who is selecting, conducting, “scoring,” and interpreting the assessment, than to 

the assessment approach itself. For example, while many believe that behavioral observations are 

the most direct, reliable, and valid of the assessment approaches, they also could be least 

effective—especially if the person conducting the observation chooses (perhaps due to bias) the 

wrong target behaviors, wrong observation approaches and protocols, wrong comparison 

students, and/or the wrong time of the day or setting to observe. Given these decisions, a 

behavioral observation could be just as biased or inaccurate as a bad interview. 

 

 Relatedly, some consider interviews and self-reports as two of the least objective and 

accurate assessment approaches available—unless a psychometrically-valid structured interview 

is used. And yet, if the interview data and information are reliable and valid, they could be used 

to accept or reject a MTSS hypothesis. 

 

 A good assessment, then, begins with a good assessor. And, the essence of a good assessor, 

ultimately, is someone who follows the primary psychometric principles of practice below. 

 

1. Assessment approaches should be selected to answer specific assessment questions, not to 

“search for pathology”—that is, to evaluate broad, undefined areas, hoping to “uncover” a 

problem or a reason for an identified problem. 

 

2. When choosing assessment approaches to answer specific assessment questions, the 

strongest, research-based approaches that most directly answer the questions with the least 

amount of interpolation or interpretation should be used. 

 

3. Assessments should involve the collection of enough data or information from enough 

people or sources across enough situations and settings such that they are representative, 

relevant, and reliable. In saying this, over-assessment must be avoided as it increases the 

potential of a “Type 1” error, resulting in a conclusion that a problem exists or a reason for 

a problem has been found, when the conclusion is unwarranted or the reason is inaccurate. 

 

4. As much as possible, assessments should be conducted in the settings where the concern or 

problem exists, and the people, curricula, materials, and circumstances most relevant to the 

problem should be involved to the greatest degree possible. 

 

5. In order to be valid, assessments first must be reliable. However, even when valid, 

assessment is conducted within a “context of probabilities.” That is, most assessment 

results reflect a probability that two circumstances or variables (as reflected in a 

hypothesis) are related. Rarely is there a 100% probability that two circumstances or 

conditions will always coexist. 

 

 In the end, assessment blends science, insight, experience, objectivity, and implementation 

integrity. When guided by principles above, assessment has a high probability of accurately 

confirming or rejecting the hypotheses generated to explain an academic and/or social, 

emotional, or behavioral concern. At this point, we are closer to selecting the best strategies or 

intervention approaches so that the concern is resolved, and student success is (re)established. 
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 Step 5: Designing Interventions and Writing the Intervention Plans. Once one or more 

hypotheses have been accepted, the teacher and consultant assigned by the MTSS Building-level 

Team link them directly to relevant academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral services, 

supports, strategies, or interventions. For confirmed hypotheses in the Teacher/Instructional, 

Curricular, Classroom, or School/District areas, these approaches typically involve effective 

school, schooling, instructional, curricular, or social-emotional learning practices, respectively. 

For confirmed hypotheses in the Peer or Student areas, the instructional or intervention 

approaches should be scientifically- or research-based (to the greatest degree possible), and 

focused on changing targeted academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral student outcomes.  

 

 Note that when there are student-specific physical/physiological, chemical/biochemical, 

hormonal/genetic, neurological/organic, or disability/mental health-related conditions that cannot 

be treated, the intervention approaches will still need to involve one or more of the other 

domains—most notably, those related to instructional or curricular modifications, 

accommodations, assistive supports, strategic or intensive interventions, and/or compensatory 

strategies. However, here, the “definitions of success”—relative to intervention outcomes—will 

need to be realistically defined within the context of the conditions noted immediately above. 

 

 When one or more of the seven high-hit student-specific hypotheses are confirmed, they need 

to be linked to logically-related intervention areas (see also Figure 7).  

 

 To be specific: 

 

• Hypothesis #1 (Skills): Skill Deficits generally require approaches that involve teaching 

or instruction in the specific areas where the skill gaps occur. 

 

• Hypothesis #2 (Skills): Speed of Acquisition require approaches that focus on (if 

possible) increasing students’ rate or speed of learning or skill acquisition. 

 

• Hypothesis #3 (Skills): Transfer of Training/Generalization require approaches that 

specifically train students in how to transfer or apply learned skills to different times of 

the day, situations or circumstances, people, settings, or conditions. 

 

• Hypothesis #4 (Skills): Conditions of Emotionality require approaches that help students 

to prevent or avoid emotional situations; to control their emotional reactions—

physiologically, affectively, attributionally, and behaviorally; to communicate their 

emotions effectively and appropriately; and to cope with or accept others’ emotional 

support. 

 

• Hypothesis #5 (Accountability): Motivation/Performance Deficits require approaches that 

motivate students to academically learn and perform, and/or to learn and demonstrate 

expected or desired social, emotional, and behavioral skills and interactions. 
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• Hypothesis #6 (Consistency): Inconsistency requires approaches that isolate and 

eliminate the inconsistency, while replacing the inconsistency with consistent 

instructional, motivational, accountability, and/or transfer of training processes that 

(re)build and strengthen students’ academic and/or social, emotional, and behavioral 

learning and skill mastery. 

 

• Hypothesis #7 (Special Situation): Setting, Peer, Life Circumstances requires strategic or 

intensive approaches that minimize or eliminate (if possible) the impact of the special 

situation on students’ academic and/or social, emotional, and behavioral learning and 

skill mastery. 

 

 

 
 Figure 7.  

 

 

 While the services, supports, strategies, and interventions developed to directly address the 

seven, student-specific high-hit areas clearly target the student, many of them are still 

implemented—immediately or at some point—within the Instructional Environment. Thus, the 

teachers and peers who are in the classrooms, and other school professionals who are supporting 

these classrooms will still be involved in many interventions—even though they may not be the 

specific targets. This ecological reality is reflected throughout Table 2, which connects the seven 

high-hit, student-focused assessment areas with likely instructional or intervention approaches—

all in the context of the Instructional Environment.  
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Table 2. Connecting Student-Needed Interventions with the other Instructional  

    Environment Components 

 

Identified Problem Problem Analysis: Most Likely 

Reasons within the Instructional 

Environment Component(s) 

Involved 

Target: Instructional or 

Intervention Approach 

Problem #1. Skill 

Deficit Problem 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student Component:  

Student has not been taught the 

skills, or has a history of 

absenteeism or excessive school/ 

family moves  

 

Student is not attending or 

understanding during instruction, or 

has a specific within-person 

challenge that is impeding learning 

 

Likely Approach: 

Repeating Initial Instruction 

 

 

 

Student-specific intervention 

to address the attention or 

student-specific 

circumstances, and/or 

instructional modification or 

accommodation 

 

Teacher/Instruction:  

Teacher is not teaching the skills or 

behaviors effectively or modifying/ 

differentiating it effectively for the 

student 

 

Likely Approach: 

Teacher consultation 

focusing on more effective 

Instruction, or ways to 

modify or differentiate 

instruction for the student 

Curriculum:  

There is no skills instruction in the 

curriculum or instructional 

guidebook, or it is not well-

matched to the needs or learning 

styles of the student 

 

Likely Approach: 

Improved curriculum 

selection, differentiation, or 

modification; adding the 

skills instruction to the 

curriculum 

 

 

Problem #2. Speed of 

Acquisition Problem 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student Component:  

Student is not attending or 

understanding during instruction, or 

has a specific within-person 

challenge that is impeding learning 

 

 

 

There may be no problem here—

that is, the student may be learning 

 

Likely Approach: 

Student-specific intervention 

to address the attentional or 

student-specific 

circumstances, and/or 

instructional modification or 

accommodation 

 

No intervention needed or 

possible 
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Identified Problem Problem Analysis: Most Likely 

Reasons within the Instructional 

Environment Component(s) 

Involved 

Target: Instructional or 

Intervention Approach 

Problem #2. Speed of 

Acquisition Problem 

 

and mastering skills as quickly as 

s/he can 

 

 

Teacher/Instruction:  

Teacher is not teaching the skills or 

behaviors effectively or modifying/ 

differentiating it effectively for the 

student 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Teacher consultation 

focusing on more effective 

Instruction, or ways to 

modify or differentiate 

instruction for the student 

 

Curriculum:  

The curriculum does not provide 

sufficient pacing or is pacing the 

instruction too quickly, or is not 

well-matched to the needs or 

learning styles of the student 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Adjusted curricular pacing, 

or improved curriculum 

selection, differentiation, or 

modification 

 

 

Problem #3. Transfer 

of Training or 

Generalization 

Problem 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student Component:  

Student has not been taught how to 

transfer the initial skill instruction 

to applied situations or settings, or 

has missed this due to a history of 

absenteeism or excessive school/ 

family moves  

 

Student is not attending or 

understanding during instruction, 

has a specific within-person 

challenge that is impeding learning, 

does not independently recognize 

situations or settings where skills 

can/should be transferred, or does 

not cognitively understand when to 

apply or transfer skills 

 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Including transfer of training 

instruction or repeating 

previous transfer of training 

instruction 

 

 

 

Student-specific intervention 

to address the attentional or 

student-specific 

circumstances, and/or 

instructional modification or 

accommodation 

 

If the student does not have 

the cognitive understanding 

relative to the skills, there 

may be no student-specific 

intervention- teacher 

accommodation is needed 
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Identified Problem Problem Analysis: Most Likely 

Reasons within the Instructional 

Environment Component(s) 

Involved 

Target: Instructional or 

Intervention Approach 

 

Problem #3. Transfer 

of Training or 

Generalization 

Problem 

 

 

Teacher/Instruction:  

Teacher is not teaching the transfer 

of training skills or behaviors 

effectively or modifying/ 

differentiating it effectively for the 

student 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Teacher consultation 

focusing on more effective 

instruction, or ways to 

modify or differentiate 

instruction for the student 

Curriculum:  

There is no transfer of training 

instruction in the curriculum or 

instructional guidebook, or the 

recommended instruction is not 

well-matched to the needs or 

learning styles of the student 

 

Likely Approach: 

Improved curriculum 

selection, differentiation, or 

modification; adding the 

transfer of training 

instruction to the curriculum 

 

Problem #4. 

Conditions of 

Emotionality Problem 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student Component:  

Student has a biological or 

physiological condition or 

circumstance that is affecting 

his/her emotional control 

 

Student has not been taught how to 

control his/her emotionality during 

skill instruction or how to transfer 

the “emotional control” instruction 

to applied situations or settings, or 

has missed this due to a history of 

absenteeism or excessive school/ 

family moves  

 

Student is not attending or 

understanding during emotional 

control instruction, does not 

independently recognize situations 

or settings where these skills 

can/should be used, or does not 

cognitively understand when to 

apply or transfer skills 

 

Likely Approach: 

Biological or physiological 

intervention, or emotional 

control instruction that 

occurs outside of the 

classroom 

 

Including emotional control 

instruction or repeating 

previous emotional control 

and transfer of this training 

instruction 

 

Student-specific intervention 

to address the attentional 

problems, and/or 

instructional modification or 

accommodation 

 

If the student does not have 

the cognitive understanding 

relative to the skills, there 

may be no student-specific 

intervention- teacher 

accommodation is needed 
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Identified Problem Problem Analysis: Most Likely 

Reasons within the Instructional 

Environment Component(s) 

Involved 

Target: Instructional or 

Intervention Approach 

 

Problem #4. 

Conditions of 

Emotionality Problem 

 

 

 

 

 

Teacher/Instruction:  

Teacher is not teaching the 

emotional control skills or process 

effectively or modifying/ 

differentiating it effectively for the 

student 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Teacher consultation 

focusing on more effective 

instruction, or ways to 

modify or differentiate 

instruction for the student 

 

Curriculum:  

There is no emotional control 

instruction in the curriculum or 

instructional guidebook, or the 

recommended instruction is not 

well-matched to the needs or 

learning styles of the student 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Improved curriculum 

selection, differentiation, or 

modification; adding the 

transfer of training 

instruction to the curriculum 

 

Problem #5. 

Motivational or 

Performance Deficit 

Problem 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student Component:  

Student is not motivated to 

demonstrate already-learned skills 

or behaviors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student is not motivated due to 

competing incentives and 

consequences—for example, 

between the teacher and the peer 

group 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Motivational intervention 

(using either incentives or 

consequences) selected from 

the Behavioral Matrix (from 

the Incentives and Reward or 

Classroom-based 

Consequences boxes, 

respectively—see Graphic 3) 

 

Motivational intervention 

that differentially weights the 

respective incentives and 

consequences, or that 

changes the messages from 

and motivations of the peer 

group 

 

 

Teacher/Instruction:  

Teacher has not identified 

meaningful incentives or 

consequences for the student, has 

not communicated them to the 

 

Likely Approach: 

Teacher consultation 

focusing on how to plan and 

accomplish these activities or 

tasks 
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Identified Problem Problem Analysis: Most Likely 

Reasons within the Instructional 

Environment Component(s) 

Involved 

Target: Instructional or 

Intervention Approach 

Problem #5. 

Motivational or 

Performance Deficit 

Problem 

 

student, is not using them 

effectively or consistently, or is not 

holding the student accountable for 

appropriate behavior after 

inappropriate behavior has been 

demonstrated  

 

 

Curriculum:  

Largely not applicable here 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Largely not applicable here 

 

Problem #6. 

Inconsistency 

Problem 

 

Student Component:  

Student has entered the classroom 

and its skill or behavioral 

instruction having already 

experienced inconsistency that is 

causing, for example, learning, 

transfer of training, motivational, or 

other gaps 

 

Likely Approach: 

History of inconsistency 

needs to be functionally 

assessed, and instructional or 

intervention approaches—at 

the instruction, transfer of 

training, or motivational 

levels need to be consistently 

implemented for a time that 

exceeds the original level(s) 

of inconsistency 

Teacher/Instruction:  

The teacher may be demonstrating 

inconsistency relative to skill 

instruction, prompting, transfer of 

training, the delivery of incentives 

or consequences, holding the 

student accountable across time, 

settings, circumstances, or 

situations 

 

Likely Approach: 

Inconsistency needs to be 

functionally assessed, and 

teacher consultation provided 

focusing on the specific areas 

of inconsistency 

Curriculum:  

The instructional curriculum may 

not have any or sufficient 

approaches to facilitate or maintain 

instructional consistency in it, or its 

scope and sequence or curricular 

materials may be causing 

inconsistent instruction 

Likely Approach: 

Improved curriculum 

selection or modification; 

adding needed elements of 

instructional consistency to 

the curriculum 
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Identified Problem Problem Analysis: Most Likely 

Reasons within the Instructional 

Environment Component(s) 

Involved 

Target: Instructional or 

Intervention Approach 

 

Problem #7. Special 

Situations Problem 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student Component:  

The Special Situation area (e.g., 

one or more common school areas; 

teasing, taunting, bullying, 

harassment, physical aggression; or 

a student-specific home, 

community, or other situation or 

issue) needs to be identified and 

analyzed; and the presence of a 

student-specific learning, transfer 

of training, motivational, or other 

gap is identified 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Instructional or intervention 

approaches—at the 

instruction, transfer of 

training, or motivational 

levels needs to be applied 

and implemented in the 

identified special situation 

area 

 

 

 

Teacher/Instruction:  

Teacher is not teaching the skills or 

behaviors for the special situation 

area or application effectively or 

modifying/differentiating it 

effectively for the student 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Teacher consultation 

focusing on more effective 

instruction, or ways to 

modify or differentiate 

instruction for the student 

 

Curriculum:  

There is no skills instruction in the 

curriculum or instructional 

guidebook for the special situation 

area or application, or it is not well-

matched to the needs or learning 

styles of the student 

 

 

Likely Approach: 

Improved curriculum 

selection, differentiation, or 

modification; adding the 

skills instruction to the 

curriculum 

 

 

 

 The Academic or Behavioral Intervention Plan. Once all of the instructional or intervention  

approaches are chosen, an Intervention Plan should be completely written before the 

implementation process begins. This sequence is recommended to ensure that: 

 

• Any needed parental, MTSS, or administrative involvement or approvals are received, and 

any needed staff or student commitments are secured;  

• All relevant evidence-based interventions have been researched, reviewed, and selected; 

• All desired consultations with other experts, as needed, have occurred; 



 31 

• The intervention planning and prioritization process has been completed in a deliberate and 

decisive way;  

• Any required resources are obtained, and any implementation training is provided;  

• The student (and, perhaps, peer group) are briefed and/or trained on the intervention; and 

• The classroom teacher, consultant, and significant others are all in agreement as to the 

intervention goals, steps, timelines, evaluations, and outcomes. 

 

 In many ways, the principle of formally writing an Intervention Plan prior to implementation 

is similarly practiced in many medical settings. Indeed, when complex or multi-faceted 

interventions are needed in a hospital, a plan is written prior to treatment so that the medical, 

nursing, rehabilitation, dietary, social work, and other departments are all coordinated for the 

benefit of the patient and the amelioration of the medical problem. 

 

 Relative to the Plan itself, effective intervention plans identify (a) the academic or behavioral 

goals or targets that will resolve or improve the student issues of concern; (b) the evidence-based 

interventions or methods that will be used; (c) the people needed to directly or indirectly help 

implement or support the intervention process; (d) other needed financial, material, training, 

technological, resources; (e) the sequence of activities that need to occur to fully implement the 

intervention, including start and finish times as appropriate; (f) how implementation/treatment 

integrity and then student, and other, outcomes will be formatively and summatively evaluated; 

(g) when short-term success will occur during the implementation process, and what it will look 

like relative to formative evaluation outcomes; and (h) when long-term outcomes, related to the 

initial concern and the stated goals or targets, will occur, and what they will look like relative to 

summative evaluation outcomes. Once the Plan has been written and approved, and once the 

resources needed to implement the Plan have been acquired, it is ready to be executed.  

 

 Step 6: Implementing the Intervention Plan and Process. In order to be most successful, 

interventions must be (a) acceptable and realistic, (b) able to produce meaningful and needed 

results, (c) taught to teachers and students—as appropriate and relevant—before implementation, 

(d) implemented as empirically designed and with integrity, and (e) useful for others students 

who are at-risk or struggling but have not, as yet, been identified for the MTSS process.  

Relative to (c), students should be taught all facets of an intervention prior to its implementation. 

For academic interventions, this is no different from what an effective teacher does when 

introducing a well-designed instructional lesson. More specifically, teachers or specialists who 

are implementing a strategic or intensive academic or behavioral intervention need to discuss or 

teach the following with or to their students:  

 

•  The reason for, and goal and outcomes of, the intervention; 

•  How the intervention will be presented, and what is expected of them (e.g., in terms 

  of engagement, participation, response, and relevant practice); 

•  How they will receive feedback, and what incentives or benefits are available; 

•  How the intervention will be evaluated (or how its progress will be monitored) for  

 success, and what “success” will look like at different points in time; 

•  How the intervention can be used in the classroom independently by the student; and 

•  Why the intervention will be successful in that the materials and techniques have  

 been specially selected to maximize the student’s success. 
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 Involving Other Students in Intervention Implementation. A final consideration, when 

preparing to implement an Intervention Plan, involves a decision as to whether other at-risk or 

struggling students, who have not yet been identified for the MTSS process, might benefit from 

one or more of the planned interventions. This is an important step in the MTSS process because 

some interventions, especially those that focus on teaching, practicing, and reinforcing specific 

academic or behavioral skills, could actually facilitate an at-risk student’s mastery of these skills, 

thereby preventing the need for future, more intensive interventions. This is also important 

because it gives classroom teachers the opportunity to impact more students at one time, and to 

see how an intervention can affect different types of students who may have separate, but related, 

needs. 

 

 Step 7: Formative and Summative Evaluations of the Outcomes.  The formative and 

summative evaluations for a particular intervention are identified during Steps 5 and 6 of the 

MTSS process, and they have their roots in the assessment and hypothesis-testing activities in 

Step 4. Nonetheless, formative and summative evaluations are so important to determining the 

success of an intervention program that they require a step of their own.  

 

 While focused on determining the impact and success of those interventions directly 

targeting the initial student concerns, formative and summative evaluations also look more 

broadly at the entire intervention process. Indeed, formative and summative evaluations should 

address virtually every aspect of the Intervention Plan, namely: 

 

•  The selection and training of individuals who will directly or indirectly help  

 implement or support the intervention process; 

•  The acquisition and use of financial, material, technological, or other needed  

 resources; 

•  The specificity and quality of the implementation sequence and timelines  

 identified for the intervention(s); 

•  The integrity of the intervention implementation and evaluation process; 

•  The effectiveness of the interventions, and their impact on desired or targeted  

  student (and other) goals and outcomes;  

•  The time-, cost-, and resource-efficiency of the interventions; 

•  The quality of caring, communication, collaboration, consultation, consistency,  

  and commitment among those working on the case; and 

•  The satisfaction of students, staff, parents, and others relative to the entire process. 

 

 

 While all of these areas are important, successfully attaining desired student outcomes clearly 

is most important. The foundation for evaluating these outcomes is set when Expected, Desired, 

or Replacement Behaviors are identified during MTSS Step 2. This foundation is extended 

through the assessment approaches used to confirm or reject hypotheses in Step 4. This results in 

a parallel set of formative and summative evaluations here in Step 7 that ultimately determines if 

the specific and desired academic or behavioral student outcomes actually occur. 
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The Tiers in the Multi-Tiered Process 

 

 Embedded in the MTSS and data-based functional assessment problem solving processes is a 

multi-tiered continuum that has traditionally involved three tiers of services and supports. 

Critically, these tiers reflect the intensity of these services and supports, and not the numbers or 

percentages of students, the location of the service delivery, or the specialization of the personnel 

involved in each tier.  

 

 Similarly, the tiers should not be used to label students. Across the continuum, there are not 

“Tier I students,” “Tier II students,” and “Tier III students.”  Instead, there are students who 

need, for example, a “Tier II level” of instructional or intervention service or support in a 

specific academic and/or social, emotional, or behavioral skill or content area. 

 

 Thus, it is essential to recognize that MTSS is not a categorical system, but rather a system 

that organizes and guides the delivery of different intensity levels of instruction or intervention to 

individual or groups of students as needed. In general, Tier I involves preventative and effective 

instruction services and supports, Tier II involves strategic intervention services and supports, 

and Tier III involves intensive or crisis-oriented services and supports (see Figure 8). 

 

 

 
 Figure 8.  

 

 Students move through these tiers based on their response (or success with) the services and 

supports provided at each tier. Ultimately, the focus is on students’ successful academic learning 

and mastery, and their successful development of sound social, emotional, and behavioral skills.  

 



 34 

 Consistent with the data-based functional assessment problem solving processes, movement 

through the tiers, then, is fluid.  When academically struggling or presenting with social, 

emotional, or behavioral challenges, a student is not required to sequentially move through the 

tiers in order to receive more or less intensive services. That is, when struggling at Tier I—which 

typically occurs in the general education classroom, a student does not automatically receive Tier 

II services, and then s/he does not need to “fail” in Tier II in order to receive Tier III services. 

Indeed, if a student is struggling in the general education classroom and needs immediate Tier III 

services and supports, s/he receives them. 

 

 Significantly, the services and supports in each tier of the multi-tiered system are also 

dependent on the resources and staff expertise within a specific district or school. For example, 

in a well-resourced district with, for example, a full-time counselor, school psychologist, social 

worker, and applied behavior specialist in each school, many “strategic” interventions will be 

available to students at the Tier II level. For a district with one counselor and no school 

psychologists, social workers, or applied behavior specialists at all, some students may have to 

be out-sourced to community-based services in order to address their needs. In many districts, 

the use of community-based professionals would be considered Tier III services,  

 

 In the final analysis, “intensity” may be defined in different ways: 

 

• Intensity of assessment, progress monitoring, and instruction/intervention.  

Assessments and instruction/intervention can vary, for example, by breadth or depth.  

Breadth might involve the number of different curricular areas that need to be assessed 

or addressed through instruction/intervention.  Depth might involve the number of 

specific areas within a single curricular area—for example, a student with difficulties 

in one versus all five areas of literacy. 

 

The intensity of progress monitoring can vary, for example, by the complexity of 

developing or administering the assessments, or by the frequency of administration. 

_ _ _ _ _ 

 

• Intensity of Individualization.  Intensity may vary by the number of students (e.g., an 

entire classroom, a group of students from the same classroom or grade-level, or just a 

single student) whose needs call for a specific instructional or intervention service, 

support, strategy, or program.   

_ _ _ _ _ 

 

• Intensity of Setting, Teacher Expertise, or Teacher Need for Consultant Expertise.  

Intensity may vary by whether the instruction or intervention can be implemented (a) 

in a general education classroom versus another more specialized classroom setting, 

(b) by a general classroom teacher versus a teacher with more specialized skills, and/or 

(c) by a general classroom or specialized teacher independently versus with the 

assistance of an expert from a related, but more specialized or multidisciplinary 

profession. 

_ _ _ _ _ 
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• Intensity of Time.  The intensity of time relates to the frequency and/or duration of a 

service, support, strategy, or program—that is, how many times an hour, day, week, or 

month it must be provided, and for how long. 

_ _ _ _ _ 

 

• Intensity of Teacher-Student Instructional Interactions.  The intensity of teacher-

student instruction involves the interactions needed to successfully implement some 

instructional or intervention approaches.  Although a separate category, the intensity of 

teacher-student instructional interactions is closely tied to individualization and related 

time factors.  Examples of instructional interactions here may include the approaches 

(and student’s) need for: 

 

▪ Teacher proximity  

▪ Explicit and frequent feedback  

▪ Opportunities for student-initiated questions 

▪ Observation of individual students 

▪ Opportunities for student practice 

▪ Opportunities for student interaction 

 

 

 While we briefly discussed how to link assessment results to strategic and intensive 

interventions earlier in this chapter, given our focus on the data-based functional assessment 

problem solving process, we will not get into further detail. Suffice it to say, however, that there 

are many, many evidence-based academic and social, emotional, and behavioral services, 

supports, strategies, and interventions available at each of the three tiers. The key, once again, is 

the integrity of the problem solving process, and the clinical expertise of the professionals in a 

district or school to connect the confirmed root causes of a student’s difficulties with the 

strategies and interventions that have the highest probability of success when implemented with 

the needed intensity and fidelity. 

 

Summary 

 

 The ultimate goal of the MTSS process is to maximize the academic and social, emotional, 

and behavioral learning, progress, and proficiency of all students.  While this looks different at 

different age/grade levels, this results in students who are effective independent learners and 

successful self-managers.  

 

 This goal is accomplished when teachers, supported by other staff and administrators, 

effectively use scientifically-based curricula and differentiated instructional procedures to help 

students master academic and social, emotional, and behavioral skills.  A significant portion of 

this mastery involves students’ ability to use and apply their knowledge and skills, more and 

more independently over time, to new learning situations. 

 

 

 



 36 

 

 When students do not respond to effective instruction (for academics) and classroom 

management (for behavior), teachers—supported by colleagues and multidisciplinary related 

service professionals—use a systematic, data-based functional assessment problem solving 

process to determine students are academically struggling or behaviorally challenged so they can 

get students “back on track.”  This lack of student “response to instruction” most often occurs 

when:  

 

• Students do not have the prerequisite background knowledge and/or skills; 

• They are not learning and mastering new information or skills;  

• Their speed of mastery (or skill acquisition) is not as fast as typical/other students;  

• They are having difficulty applying or “transferring” previous or new knowledge or 

skills;  

• Specific emotional circumstances or conditions are impeding their skill acquisition, 

mastery, or transfer; and/or  

• They are not motivated to learn, or they are not held accountable for learning.   

 

 All of these reasons or “hypotheses” certainly involve the student, but they may also involve 

past or present teacher/instructional processes in the classroom, or even the choice or use of 

specific curricula (e.g., the texts or materials) during instruction.  When teachers confirm, 

through objective data, the reasons for a student’s difficulties, they can then link these reasons 

(or “root causes”) to instructional or intervention approaches that occur, as much as possible, in 

the general education classroom (or the setting where the difficulty is occurring).  

 

 If the teacher cannot independently complete these analyses, or if  the teacher-generated and 

implemented interventions are not successful for a specific student, the teacher can work with his 

or her Grade-level or Instructional MTSS or Building-level MTSS team, respectively, to 

complete more multi-disciplinary assessments.  The results of these assessments, once again, are 

linked to more strategic or intensive services, supports, strategies, or interventions.   

 

 Clearly, the data-based, functional assessment problem solving process is essential to good 

intervention identification, development, execution, and evaluation. While the MTSS problem 

solving process may seem complex, many of our most challenging students are, themselves, 

complex. At each stage of the multi-tiered process, a student’s “response to instruction or 

intervention” determines whether the data-based functional assessment and intervention process 

continues or not.  Ultimately, the intensity or complexity of a student’s difficulties or needs 

determines where the services, supports, strategies, or interventions fall along the MTSS 

continuum. 
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