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Robust Reading Instruction in the Early Grades: 
Conceptual and Practical Issues in the Integration and 
Evaluation of Tier 1 and Tier 2 Instructional Supports 

Scott K. Baker, Hank Fien, and Doris Luft Baker 

Schools implement Response to Intervention (Rtl) for two major purposes. The first 
is to provide a coordinated system of high-quality instruction and intervention for all stu-
dents in the school (Burns & Vanderheyden, 2006; Haager, Klinger, & Vaughn, 2007; 
National Association of State Directors of Special Education, 2006). This system can be 
envisioned as a framework of effective instruction to prevent academic problems from 
occurring and effective interventions to address problems that do occur in a timely and 
appropriate manner. The system is integrated and coordinated to support all students to 
reach primary learning objectives (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Zumeta, 2008; Greenwood, Kra-
tochwill, & Clements, 2008). The second purpose of Rtl is to diagnose specific learning 
disabilities (SLD) in students who do not respond adequately to instruction and interven-
tion (O'Conner, 2007; Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009; Torgesen, 1997, 2004). Strong empir-
ical evidence supports the prevention and intervention purpose of Rtl (Baker et al., 2008; 
Gersten et al., 2009; Greenwood, Kratochwill, & Clements, 2008; Vaughn & Fuchs, 2006), 
but evidence for using Rtl for SLD determination is lacking (Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, & 
Young, 2003; Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009). 

RTI PREVENTION AND INTERVENTION 

We contend that schools cannot validly implement Rtl for SLD determination unless 
they have first established a robust system of prevention and intervention. Once that sys-
tem is firmly established in the school and evidence clearly demonstrates that the system 
is working effectively for students, then Rtl for SLD determination may be appropriate. 
This article addresses the purpose of Rtl as a comprehensive service delivery system 
designed to prevent academic problems, to detect problems that do occur early, and to 
intervene quickly to reduce the negative consequences of problems efficiently and effec-
tively (Greenwood, Kratochwill, & Clements, 2008; Greenwood, Horner, & Kratochwill, 
2008). To provide context for understanding both purposes of Rtl, a secondary purpose is 
to link multiple tiers of support to Rtl for SLD determination. 
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The phrase response to intervention does not adequately 
describe the multifaceted, comprehensive nature of a pre-
vention and intervention service delivery model. Terminol-
ogy that clearly distinguishes Rtl for prevention and inter-
vention from Rtl for SLD identification would increase 
precision for researchers and reduce confusion in schools 
that describe themselves as implementing Rtl. Without a 
clearer distinction, the underlying spirit of Rtl as an inte-
grated and comprehensive system of instruction and inter-
vention that supports all students in a school is compro-
mised. In theory, the comprehensive implementation of an 
Rtl system would incorporate all elements of high-quality 
prevention and intervention and include the tools and tech-
nology necessary to use Rtl for SLD determination. This 
comprehensive system would include a host of reliable 
and valid assessment instruments for different purposes 
(i.e., screening, progress monitoring, diagnosis, summa-
tive achievement, classroom based formative measures, cur-
riculum embedded assessments) and procedures for collect-
ing, summarizing, analyzing, and using data to inform 
instruction (e.g., data-based decision-making teams, effec-
tive leaders adept with measurement) (Greenwood, Horner, 
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& Kratochwill,, 2008; Greenwood, Kratochwill, & Clements, 
2008; Haager et al., 2007). Raudenbush (2008) described 
this feedback loop as an instructional regime, where effec-
tive instruction is viewed as a continuous, dynamic interplay 
of assessment and instruction. The culmination of this 
assessment-instruction feedback system could be the use of 
Rtl for SLD determination. 

In Rtl prevention and intervention, different levels of 
instruction and intervention are provided to students based 
on need. In early reading, instructional need is conceptual-
ized in two ways: (a) the student's current level of achieve-
ment is described in relation to a performance standard and 
(b) the student's growth over time is described in relation to 
a standard for adequate growth (Fuchs, Fuchs, McMaster, & 
Al Otaiba, 2005). The concept of academic growth is hal-
lowed ground in Rtl, and the interpretation of student 
growth contains significant programmatic implications. 
Adequate growth generally means the student's instructional 
needs are being met and efforts are undertaken to maintain 
the student's instructional program. In this case, the student 
has responded positively to instruction. When growth over 
time is less than adequate, an essential first step is to rule out 
poor instruction or implementation as a probable cause of 
insufficient progress (Clements & Kratochwill, 2009; Fuchs 
et al., 2003). Our experience is that, by and large, schools 
currently either ignore this step or treat it perfunctorily. 
When instruction is of high quality and the student has not 
made adequate progress, the interpretation is that the student 
has not responded positively to instruction. In this case, the 
basic idea is that instruction should be changed in some 
manner, usually by increasing instructional intensity, so that 
the probability of the student responding positively in the 
future is increased. 

Multiple Tiers of Instruction 
In Rt! prevention and intervention, instructional intensity 

is manipulated through levels of intervention, referred to 
broadly as instructional tiers. The most common model is 
the three-tier model (Chard et al., 2008; Haager et al., 2007; 
Walker & Shinn, 2002). Recently, the Institute of Education 
Sciences (IES) released a practice guide on Rtl and multi-
tier instruction and intervention in the primary grades (Ger-
sten et al., 2008). Five recommendations are targeted to dis-
tricts and schools seeking to effectively implement an Rtl 
system: 

l . Screen all students for potential reading problems at 
the beginning of the year and again in the middle of 
the year. 

2. Provide time for differentiated reading instruction 
for all students based on assessments of students' 
current reading level. 

3. Provide intensive, systematic instruction on up to 
three foundational reading skills in small groups to 



students who score below the benchmark on univer-
sal screening. 

4. Monitor the progress of Tier 2 students at least once 
a month. 

5. Provide intensive instruction on a daily basis that 
promotes the development of the various compo-
nents of reading proficiency to students who show 
minimal progress after reasonable time in Tier 2 
sma11 group instruction (Tier 3). 

As in a11 12 IES practice guides, the authors of the practice 
guide, who are considered experts in the area, rated the level 
of scientific evidence as low, moderate, or high for each rec-
ommendation. In the Rtl practice guide, Recommendation 2 
addressed Tier 1 or core instruction in a multitier approach 
and Recommendation 3 addressed Tier 2. The evidence base 
for the Tier 1 recommendation was considered low by the 
panel ( one correlation study was offered as scientific evi-
dence) and the evidence base of the Tier 2 recommendation 
was considered strong ( 11 intervention studies were offered 
as scientific evidence) . The fifth recommendation addressed 
instruction in Tier 3, and the evidence for this was deter-
mined to be low. The first and fourth recommendations 
addressed screening and progress monitoring assessments 
(the evidence was moderate and low for each, respectively). 
The focus of our article is on Tier 1 (Recommendation 2) 
and Tier 2 (Recommendation 3) in early reading instruction. 

Clearly, much more is known about effective early read-
ing instruction in Tier 2 than in Tiers 1 or 3 (Gersten et al., 
2008). The findings regarding Tier 2 show a high degree of 
consistency and strong consensus on the implications for 
districts and school s working to translate research to prac-
tice (Gersten et al., 2008). The major conclusion of this 
research is that approximately 30 minutes of small group 
instruction each day (3-5 days per week) is highly effective 
for students who me struggling with learning to read. The 
way instruction is provided is carefu11y described in these 
studies, which demonstrate consistency in how instruction 
should be delivered by the teacher. 

Virtually all recommendations of Tier 2 instruction focus 
on the fundamental and foundational importance of explicit 
instruction (Gersten et al., 2008). A number of components 
define explicit instruction across Tier 2 interventions . 
Essential components are (a) teachers model the skills and 
knowledge they expect students to use and apply (Mathes et 
al., 2005), (b) teachers provide multiple practice opportuni-
ties for studen ts during the lesson (Gunn, Smolkowski, 
Biglan, Black, & Blair, 2005 ; Vadasy, Sanders, & Peyton , 
2005), ( c) teachers correct and or address student errors and 
misunderstandings immediately and systematically (Gunn 
et al. , 2005), and (d) teachers pace lessons in a brisk manner 
so that student engagement is high and so that multiple areas 
of reading development (e.g., phonemic awareness, vocabu-
lary, word reading) can be addressed in the 30-minute lesson. 
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The purpose of these research studies is to test the effec-
tiveness of Tier 2 instruction. In most studies, random 
assignment is used and Tier 1 instruction is not addressed. 
For example, most of the studies do not state what the Tier 
1 instructional program is. The Tier 2 programs use separate 
materials, and the integration of Tiers 1 and 2 is not 
described. Conceptua11y, however, Tier 2 early reading 
instruction is supposed to directly supplement (not replace) 
Tier 1 instruction, and, in most conceptualizations of the 
three-tier model, Tier 2 is provided in addition to Tier 1 
instruction (Vaughn, Wanzek, Woodruff, & Linan-Thomp-
son, 2007, p. 19). 

Over the past 7 years, Reading First (RF) in Oregon has 
been implemented through the Schoolwide Reading Model 
(Baker, et al., 2008; Kame'enui, Simmons, & Coyne, 2000; 
Simmons et al. , 2002), a model tightly aligned with the 
goals and structure of Rtl prevention and intervention. In 
Oregon RF, we have learned important lessons about the 
integration and alignment of Tier 1 and Tier 2 instruction. 
Regarding Tier 1, these experiences can be crystallized into 
three essential conclusions: 

1. Core reading programs in Tier 1 can be implemented 
effectively in schools (Baker, Gersten, Haager, & 
Dingle, 2006). 

2. The effective use of a common core program across 
grades increases instructional integration and cohe-
sion. 

3. If reading outcomes are to be improved substan-
tially-and they must be if all students are going to 
reach high levels of early reading proficiency (e.g., 
reading at grade level by third grade)-then addi-
tional large-scale improvements in the effective 
implementation of Tier 1 instruction must occur. 

Toward that end, our experience is that substantial improve-
ments can be made to structural and delivery elements 
(Biancarosa & Snow, 2006; Gersten, Chard, & Baker, 2000) 
within Tier 1 programs to make instruction more systematic 
and explicit, and these improvements wi11 result in substan-
tially better learning outcomes for students. 

Regarding Tier 2, our experience is that better integration 
of Tier 1 and Tier 2 instruction is also essential to improve 
reading outcomes for students who struggle with learning to 
read. Schools can effectively implement Tier 2 instruction in 
multiple ways. One approach involves implementing sepa-
rate programs and materials that supplement Tier 1 instruc-
tion (Gersten et al., 2008). A second approach invol ves 
using Tier 1 materials to intensify instruction through small 
group formats and other procedures. 

Purpose of Article 
Although either approach is viable, the purpose of this 

art icle is to present a model focus ing on the second 
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approach: early reading instruction that relies on the core 
reading program as the foundation for both Tier 1 and Tier 
2 instruction. The basic idea in this model is that students 
who receive all of the components of Tier 2 instruction also 
receive all of the components of Tier 1. In this model, the 
same basic program materials are used for core instruction 
(Tier 1) and supplemental instruction (Tier 2). We propose 
that this tight integration of Tiers 1 and 2 may be particularly 
effective in early reading, illustrating one way schools may 
be able to provide an effective system of reading instruction 
in the primary grades. 

The tight integration of Tiers 1 and 2 may be uniquely 
suited for reading instruction in the early grades. In the 
higher grades, as learning content becomes more complex, 
the discrepancy between the instructional objectives in Tiers 
1 and 2 may expand. For example, a fifth grade student 
struggling with decoding may work on this objective in Tier 
2 small-group instruction. This daily decoding intervention 
may be disconnected from the Tier 1 core reading time. That 
is, the Tier 1 program may not have any decoding instruc-
tion, or the instruction might be on word types that are well 
beyond the instructional level of the struggling student. 

In the next section, we describe ways to achieve better 
integration of instructional supports across Tiers 1 and 2. 
Then, we provide a framework for evaluating the effective-
ness of different tiers of instructional support using two 
major data sources: (a) student reading data and (b) instruc-
tion and intervention implementation data. 

INTEGRATED INSTRUCTION 
USING TIERS 1 AND 2 

In the early reading model we present, Tier 1 instruction 
is provided through the use of a core reading program (Sim-
mons & Kame'enui, 2000). Tier 2 instruction is provided 
either through the more intense instructional use of the core 
Tier 1 program (our focus in this paper) or through separate 
supplemental materials. In the majority of schools, the core 
program is a basal reading program. Although the reading 
wars have lead to dramatic lurches in how reading is taught, 
basal reading programs have continued to be a prevalent 
force in a vast majority of American classrooms (Farr, Tul-
ley, & Powell, 1987; Hoffman et al., 1994). For example, 
Farr et al. (1987) reported that 80% to 90% of children learn 
to read in classrooms where a basal reading program is used. 
With No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the role of the basal 
reading textbook in early reading instruction has taken on 
even greater emphasis. 

Making Tier 1 Core Reading Instruction 
More Systematic and Explicit 

Systematic and explicit reading instruction has been em-
braced by virtually every authoritative analysis of beginning 
reading instruction (e.g., Adams, 1990; National Reading 

Panel [NRP], 2000; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Core 
reading programs, particularly basal programs, have become 
more consistent in focusing on essential content (e.g., the 
five big ideas-phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, 
vocabulary, and comprehension) and focusing more inten-
sively on helping teachers make that instruction more sys-
tematic and explicit. Based on our experience, during Tier 1 
instruction, students with different reading ability and lan-
guage proficiency levels are together in one group. There-
fore, making Tier 1 instructional materials more focused and 
systematic helps all students, particularly those students at 
elevated risk for reading difficulty (Raudenbush, 2009). 

As a framework for organizing the core reading materials 
in Tier 1 to make reading instruction more systematic and 
explicit, we have relied on six features of instructional 
design described by Carnine and his colleagues (Carnine & 
Kame'enui, 1992; Chard & Jungjohann, 2006; Coyne, 
Kame'enui, & Carnine, 2006): 

1. Learning strategies are made conspicuous through 
visual models, verbal directions, full and clear expla-
nations, and outlined steps. 

2. Instruction is integrated to build connections between 
new material and previously taught material. 

3. Instruction activates background knowledge so that 
students have a way of integrating new knowledge. 

4. Instructional scaffolds are provided and removed 
systematically as students take greater control of 
learning over time. 

5. Sufficient practice to achieve automaticity is provided. 
6. Previously learned material is reviewed systematically. 

Table 1 presents a phonemic awareness activity drawn 
from a commonly used core reading program in first grade. 
The left side of the panel shows how the lesson is pre-
sented in the core program. The right side of the panel pre-
sents our recommendations for making instruction more 
systematic and explicit, following the framework of teach-
ers clearly explaining or modeling the task and students 
overtly demonstrating their understanding. In the contrasted 
examples, four distinctions stand out. 

Interaction expectations between teachers and students 
One important difference is clarity in how teachers and 

students are expected to interact during the activity. In the 
standard example, little is specified and what is stated is not 
precise. Teachers introduce the lesson by saying, "We're 
going to play a guessing game," and then start the major part 
of the activity. Nothing about activity content is stated, nor 
is anything about the teacher or students' roles during the 
activity stated. This lack of specificity is common in core 
reading programs. As the lesson unfolds, students must infer 
the purpose of the activity by what the teacher tells them to 
do (not by what the teacher tells them the purpose is). Of 
course, many teachers will attempt to explain the purpose so 
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TABLE 1 
Enhanced Phonemic Awareness Instruction in Tier 1 

Standard Teacher Directions Enhanced Teacher Directions 

Daily Phonemic Awareness 
Blending Phonemes: 

Daily Phonemic Awareness 

Name the Picture 

Tell children that they will play a 
guessing game. 

Say: You're going to practice blending individual sounds to make words. I'll tap a 
cube as I say each sound in the word. When I slide my finger above the cubes, 
you'll say the whole word. 

(Model only the first couple of times.) 

Hold up a picture card map so 
that children can't see the picture. 
Say the picture name, segmenting 
the sounds. Say: /m/ /a/ /p/. 
Repeat. 

Say: I'll model for you how to blend the sounds I say into a word. I'll model two 
words. My turn. /ml la/ Ip/ map, /b/ /a/ It/ bat. 
Model, using the signaling procedure above, with only teacher responding. 

Say: Your turn. Use the signaling procedure above with only students responding. 
/ml la/ Ip/ 
/b/ la/ /ti Have children guess the picture 

name by blending the sounds 
together, saying the word naturally 
to themselves and raising their 
hands when they know the word. 

Repeat with bus, can, cap, cup, dot, let, and nut 

To correct students: 
Say: My turn. Use signaling procedure above with only teacher responding to correct 
students on missed item. 

When all hands are up, show chil-
dren the picture so that they can 
check the responses. 

Say: Your turn. Use signaling procedure above with only students responding. Back 
up two words and continue. 

Repeat this activity with the pic-
ture cards bat, bus, can, cap, cup, 
dot, leg and nut. 

When it appears that the group is consistently answering all items correctly, provide 
individual turns as a check. Call on several students for one word each. Call on stu-
dents in an unpredictable order. Call more frequently on students who made errors. If 
a student makes an error on an individual turn, you may provide the correction proce-
dure with all students responding. 

students understand the big picture. However, our experi-
ence is that impromptu teacher explanations vary in quality 
and can be unclear for many students. These types of expla-
nations are surprisingly difficult to do clearly and succinctly, 
particularly on the fly. 

In the enhanced example, teachers explain the purpose of 
the activity quickly, using precise wording, and then imme-
diately provide a vivid demonstration of what they expect 
students to do during the activity. This sets the stage for 
accurate student responses. The explanation of what teach-
ers will do during the activity and what students will do is 
clear. These two actions-teachers explaining the overall 
purpose of the task and modeling for students what they 
want students to be able to do-can be applied to any con-
tent area in early reading (it can also be applied with older 
students and across subject areas). In early reading, teachers 
can do this with lower level skills such as phoneme aware-
ness and word reading, as well as with higher level skills 
such as vocabulary and comprehension. 

How students demonstrate their understanding 
Another important contrast is how students are expected 

to respond. In the standard example, teachers say the target 

sounds out loud, but students only blend these sounds and 
"say" the whole word to themselves. When they know what 
the word is they raise their hand. In other words, students do 
not actually have' to say anything during the activity if the 
teacher's guide is strictly followed. In phonemic awareness 
activities, where sound production and detection is critical, 
not requiring students to produce sounds or words verbally 
is a significant shortcoming (Torgesen et al., 1999). 

In the enhanced example, students verbally blend all of 
the sounds in nine words, using group responding tech-
niques. This explicit act, either done by a group of students 
or students individually, enables teachers to know whether 
students have learned what teachers expected them to learn. 
If the group of students is large, it is essential that teachers 
have some uniform way of getting students to know when 
they are supposed to respond. If students respond as soon as 
they know the answer, more advanced students will respond 
first, and less advanced students will frequently mimic the 
advanced students and not focus on the purpose of the les-
son. In the enhanced example, the teachers use a precise sig-
naling technique to indicate when students should respond. 
When response signals are used effectively, they look nat-
ural, and students like them because they know what is 
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expected. With large groups of students, the alternatives 
either result in disorganized responses, if teachers try to give 
students the opportunity to respond verbally together, or in 
subvocal responses, where lesson quality is significantly 
compromised. 

How teachers provide feedback 
In the standard example, students confirm whether their 

answer is correct by comparing their unvoiced response to 
the picture displayed by the teacher. This approach has sev-
eral problems. First, it is the students themselves who deter-
mine whether they are correct. These students are in first 
grade, and this may not be a good role for them during the 
initial stages of learning. Second, students have to compare 
their subvocal response to a picture. The purpose of the les-
son is phonemic awareness, to blend sounds into words. 
Comparing a blended word to a picture introduces a task 
dimension that is extraneous to the lesson purpose. Some 
students may see pictures of the target words, for example, 
and not know the verbal label for the picture. 

Another related shortcoming is that is the standard exam-
ple provides no information about what teachers should do 
if they suspect students are responding incorrectly. If student 
responses are not correct, should they guess again? Should 
teachers model the right response and have students practice 
it right after them? Should they go on to the next word? Cor-
recting students' errors and misunderstandings is an essen-
tial instructional element in early reading instruction (Car-
nine, Silbert, Kame'enui, & Tarver, 2004; Gersten, Carnine, 
& Woodward, 1987; Gersten, Carnine, & White, 1984; 
Patching, Kame'enui, Carnine, Gersten, & Colvin, 1983). 
Not providing information about how teachers are supposed 
to address or correct student errors creates extensive vari-
ability among teachers in how they address student errors. 
Some teachers may use very effective approaches, but oth-
ers may not. 

In the enhanced example, students respond out loud, 
which enables teachers to hear whether students are 
responding correctly. Tracking response accuracy when 
groups of students are responding can be tricky, but our 
experience is that most teachers can learn to do this accu-
rately and effectively, and if they use clear response signal-
ing procedures, they will be able to detect even subtle errors. 
Once teachers determine that a group or individual response 
is not correct, the enhanced lesson is clear about the specific 
error correction procedure teachers should use. Notice that 
teachers do not have to tell students they made an error. 
They simply interrupt the task, model the correct response, 
and make sure students demonstrate their understanding by 
producing the correct response after the correction. 

This specific error correction procedure follows a general 
procedure teachers can use for any early reading instruc-
tional activity. The approach is to stop the lesson for a very 
short period of time, model the correct response, and have 

students produce the correct response (Carnine et al., 2004 ). 
An additional routine step is to come back to the original 
challenging problem a number of times before completing 
the lesson to make sure students are consistent. This error 
correction routine will look different for some higher order 
activities (Gersten & Carnine, 1986). In a comprehension 
activity, where students are not able to identify the main 
idea, for example, a poor correction procedure would be for 
the teacher to simply tell students the main idea. A better 
procedure would be for the teacher to model "thinking 
aloud" to determine the main idea before stating what it is. 
This type of error correction will take longer than correcting 
a word reading error, of course, but the principle of address-
ing student errors and misunderstandings using a general 
routine is the same (Gersten & Carnine, 1986). 

How much practice students get 
The final important difference is the amount and type of 

practice students receive. In the standard example, the stu-
dents have nine opportunities in the activity to respond. In 
the enhanced example, students respond verbally to the 
same nine words, but, for each word, students get several 
additional response opportunities in the form of individual 
turns. If the teacher calls on two students per word (in an 
unpredictable order), the result would be an additional 18 
responses. In the individual turns, of course, the richest 
opportunities go to the students who are called on to 
respond. In the enhanced example, teachers are encouraged 
to call on students who are struggling (e.g., Tier 2 students) 
more frequently than students who have no difficulty with 
the lesson (e.g., Tier 1 students). Also, however, effective 
teachers make sure that the students who are not called on 
are paying active attention so that, even though they are not 
responding verbally, they are formulating the answers and 
listening to the students who are responding. 

The technique of using group response formats to allow 
many students to respond, followed by individual student 
responses, is a structure that can be used for many early 
reading activities. When overt responses with clear correct 
and incorrect answers are the target (e.g., phonemic aware-
ness activities, word reading activities) the format presented 
here works well. If higher order responses are the target, in 
comprehension or vocabulary activities, for example, the 
same structure can be followed, but it may take a different 
shape. For instance, in the main idea example, a large group 
of students can work on several main idea examples together. 
All students might formulate answers, but individual stu-
dents would be called on to share their answers. To give more 
practice to students in the form of individual responses, stu-
dents might then work together in pairs to read sections of 
text and then practice forming the main idea and expressing 
it to their partner. At this point, the teacher could circulate 
around the room and pay particular attention to how well 
struggling students are doing with this main idea activity. 



Summary of improving Tier 1 instruction 
The purpose of systematically modifying the lesson this 

way is to provide robust instruction for all students receiv-
ing Tier 1 instructional supports. In a typical classroom, this 
instruction is provided to those students who would nor-
mally receive Tier I supports and Tier 2 supports. For Tier 2 
students, the ability to make Tier I instruction more system-
atic and explicit is critical. Without efforts to make Tier 1 
instruction more robust, the time Tier 2 students spend 
receiving Tier 1 core instruction may not be of sufficient 
quality for them to make adequate progress-not only the 
progress necessary to keep up with their peers but also the 
accelerated progress necessary to close the reading gap. 
Robust Tier 1 instruction achieves the first step in establish-
ing a solid reading program for Tier 2 students. The second 
essential step is to implement robust Tier 2 instruction daily 
for Tier 2 students. 

Small-Group Instruction in Tier 2 
The two primary differences between Tier 1 and Tier 2 

instruction are (a) group size and (b) the intensity of stu-
dents' instructional opportunities to learn essential content 
anq receive high quality interactive instruction and feed-
back from teachers. The extent to which other elements of 
instruction can remain consistent across supports in Tiers 1 
and 2 will help students focus on essential learning objec-
tives. In other words, consistent instruction across tiers, in 
how teachers explain tasks and model for students, for 
example, and in how students are expected to respond and 
how teachers provide feedback, helps keep essential learn-
ing objectives in the forefront (Carnine, 1992). In the con-
text of the framework proposed in this article, consistency in 
materials, content, and examples is also highly desirable. 

Table 2 is an example of content from the core reading 
program that can be used during small-group instruction in 
Tier 2. This particular lesson is designed to occur early in 
the academic year. It covers 5 days and takes about 27 min-
utes per lesson. It is composed of nine instructional activi-
ties (listt d across the top) targeting three major content 
areas: (a) phonemic awareness, (b) word reading, and (c) 
readi ng connected text. 

A number of critical points about the content and struc-
ture of this 5-day sequence make this a potentially strong set 
of Tier 2 lessons. First, the content comes from the core pro-
gram, so the material will have been taught in Tier 1. By 
increasing the instructional intensity in the small group for-
mat in Tier 2, students will have more time and robust 
opportunities to learn essential Tier 1 content. 

Second, the design of the small-group activities is simi-
lar to the format used in many intervention studies targeting 
Tier 2 instruction (Gersten et al., 2008). The instruction is 
very explicit, it provides many practice opportunities for 
students, and the number and range of activities should 
facilitate a brisk pace to the lesson, thereby increasing 
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student engagement and learning (Greenwood, Delquadri, & 
Hall, 1984). 

Third, the bulk of the instructional time is spent on read-
ing connected text. In other words, although students do 
spend time practicing skills in isolation (a frequent criticism 
leveled against many explicit instruction methods), most of 
the instructional time is spent on reading stories containing 
words students had been taught to read previously as irreg-
ular words or words that contained letter- sound correspon-
dences and thus could likely decode on their own. 

One of the most important components of the lesson is 
not readily apparent in the table. Each activity in the lesson 
is taught using the same framework used by the teacher dur-
ing Tier I instruction. In the series of Tier 2 lessons the 
teacher (a) explains and models the task, (b) provides oppor-
tunities for the students in the small group to practice the 
task with feedback, and (c) provides individual turns for stu-
dents and opportunities for them to apply the lesson content 
on their own. 

A great deal of detailed instructional information is pre-
sented in the Tier 2 example (Table 2). Clearly, if this mate-
rial is not available in the core program, it will take time to 
develop. However, we believe the benefit to integrated 
instruction and student learning can be substantial when it is 
done effectively, and it is worth the investment of time and 
expertise to do it well . It is difficult to overestimate the 
importance of early reading instruction that focuses on the 
development of phonological awareness and alphabetic 
understanding (Adams, 1990; National Research Council 
[NRC], 1998; NRP, 2000). The opportunity to get this 
instruction right in terms of design and content should be an 
essential priority across state, district, and school levels. The 
effective integration of instructional support systems across 
Tiers 1 and 2 can be a major accomplishment toward this 
objective. The idea of this tight integration is also very rele-
vant in higher order learning objectives, including vocabu-
lary and comprehension. 

Integration of Tiers 1 and 2 Involving 
Higher Order Content 

In early reading, higher order content is typically associ-
ated with vocabulary and comprehension instruction. 
Regarding Tier I vocabulary instruction, core programs fre-
quently either have teachers explain words in the reading 
selection only once or recommend what teachers can do 
with students to practice learning word meanings. For addi-
tional practice of key vocabulary words, students are 
directed to the practice book. The following directions for 
vocabulary instruction are taken from a core program in sec-
ond grade and illustrate this type of approach: 

Read aloud the first sentence on the transparency. Model 
how to use clues in the sentence to figure out what the word 
admire means. Have children identify context clues to the 
meaning of the key vocabulary words in the remaining 



TABLE 2 
Scott Foresman Small Group Lesson - Unit 1, Week 2 - Target Skills 

Scott Foresman Small Group Lessons -- Unit 1, Week 2 --Target Skills: 

Word Reading Phonemic Phonemic Teach Blending Word Reading Decodable Text 
Sound/ Irregular Awareness Awareness Spelling Practice Regular Reading 

Card #3 Card #5 Card #6 Card #8 Card #3 Card #11 or #12 
Day: Card #7 

(l minute) (l minute) (I minute) (2 minutes) (2 minutes) (I minute) (15 minutes) 
and play up way /ml /ul Id/ (mud) fog /fl lo! lg! i a X ck wax mix fix sax wax mix Decodable 
on take play and Isl Iii It/ (sit) nice /n/ IT I Isl ck X a i six lid six kick pack back Reader #4 
in on and take In/ lo/ /zl (nose) ran /r/ /a/ In/ a i X w tan tap fax pick quick Max 

Day take up in on ljl lo! /bl (job) pup /p/ /u/ /p/ 
X V i ck mat nab rack lick sax 

1 It/ /el In/ (ten) ton /ti lo/ In/ pig rib lg/ la/ Isl (gas) mat /ml la/ It/ 
if in /bl /el It/ (bet) need In/ /el Id/ 

!ti IT I /1/ (tile) rose Ir/ lo! /zl 
play take in and It/ IT I !ml (time) him /h/ Iii /ml X ck i a tick pick and take up what Student 
on play and way /bl la/ Ii.I (bat) same Isl la.I /ml ck i a X hip sad she that there you Selection: 
way take in play /hi /u/ lg/ (hug) bat /b/ /a/ It/ X ck y i bag tick Pig in a Wig 

Day and in take on Ir/ la.I In/ (rain) cope /kl fol /pl a X i z can dig 
2 Ip! fol Ip! (pop) cat /kl la/ It/ tip if 

Id/ Iii lg/ (dig) time /ti IT I /ml 
fin Ir/ !el Id/ (red) sit Isl Iii It/ man 

/1/ Iii /p/ (lip) leg /1/ !el /g/ 
get play help up /ml la/ It/ (mat) knot In/ lo/ It/ X i X 0 six fix bag nap in can Selection: 
and get help take Isl /u/ In/ (sun) lap /1/ /a/ /p/ X 0 i ck lit pig Matt ran on tan We Are Vets 
and help on get Id/ !el Id/ (deed) sun Isl /u/ In/ 0 i a X sit and sack back Dad pack 

Day in play take way /1/ /a/ Ip! (lap) deed Id/ /el Id/ i 0 X ck lip jab van 
3 Ir/ Iii Id/ (rid) Ii fe /1/ IT I If/ nab pack 

Isl Jul /ml (sum) can /kl la/ In/ 
Jack kid /pl /el In/ (pen) mean /ml !el In/ 

/fl lo! In/ (phone) bin /b/ Iii In/ 
mud play help town !ml la/ Id/ (mad) name In/ la.I /ml 0 i a X Bob box Strategic 
get town help mud In/ !el Id/ (need) run /r/ /u/ In/ i X 0 a on block Decodable 
and mud town get Isl fol /kl (soak) mom /ml fol /ml ck 0 X i Dot fox Reader #2 

Day in up take way It/ la/ In/ (tan) line /I! IT I In/ i X 0 ck hop hot 
4 Id/ fol lg/ (dog) cap /kl la/ /p/ rib sit 

Isl Iii It/ (sit) his /h/ Iii Isl 
tin Ir/ /u/ In/ (run) coat /kl fol It/ tap 

/1/ le/ M (leg) map /ml la/ /p/ 
use get help play In/ lo! It/ (not) sad Isl la/ Id/ 0 ck X i Pop rob fox mop rock top Decodable 
mud take use up /bl la/ lg/ (bag) pen /p/ le! In/ X 0 i a lot not not ran sat am Reader #5 
town and mud use Isl Iii /pl (sip) time !ti IT I !ml i X ck 0 sick snack back wax bag lid 

Day way town get help Id/ !el Id/ (deed) tug It/ Jul lg/ 0 X i a hip hit hop six van 
5 If/ /u/ In/ (fun) jog ljl fol lg/ had ham 

/kl lo! Ip! (cop) late /I/ /a/ It/ 
mad tack /fl lo! In/ (phone) sock Isl fol /kl 

Ir/ la.I In/ (rain) rid /r/ Iii Id/ 

Dictation 

(7 minutes) 
mix 
wax 
pig 
rib 
lid 
pick 

hip 
tick 
man 
dig 
bag 
pick 

bag 
back 
six 
on 
nap 
and 

sit 
box 
tin 
block 
tap 
rib 

rob 
six 
fox 
back 
lot 
wax 

Reteaching 
or 

Rereading 

(7 minutes) 

(X) 

.,, 
0 
0 
C 

"' 0 z 
m >< 0 m 
"'C 
-4 
0 z 
l> r-
0 
:::c 
r-e 
JJ m z 



sentences. Then have children complete pages 179-181 in 
their Practice Book independently. 

Extensive vocabulary research provides clear guidelines 
for the type of robust vocabulary instruction that should be 
incorporated in all tiers of support, including Tier 1 (Baker, 
Simmons, & Kame'enui, 1995; Baker, Simmons, & 
Kame'enui, 1998; Baumann & Kame'enui, 1991; Baumann, 
Kame'enui, & Ash, 2003; Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2008; 
Biemiller, 2001; Graves, 2006). Effective vocabulary 
instruction should be a central focus in any content area, 
including early reading. We have a strong knowledge base 
on how to teach word meanings to students, including 
directly teaching students word meanings on a daily basis. 
We know, for example, that explicit vocabulary instruction 
should target the most important words students should 
know, words that students should be able to use across mul-
tiple contexts. Words should be defined for students in ways 
they understand, with multiple examples and nonexamples 
of appropriate use in authentic contexts. Students need 
numerous exposures to words across time and contexts and 
opportunities to work with words in meaningful ways if we 
expect them to use new words on their own. 

In Table 3, we provide a framework for vocabulary 
instruction for the word admire that builds on the example 
from the Tier 1 program. This type of instruction can form 
the basis of solid vocabulary instruction in Tiers I and 2. 
Similar to the phonemic awareness and alphabetic under-
standing example presented earlier, the major differences in 
Tier 2 are the smaller group size and the instructional oppor-
tunities afforded for more intense instructional interactions. 
This might include the use of instructional scaffolds to make 
abstract concepts more concrete for learners. For example, 
Tier 2 might also include the regular creation and use of pro-
cedural facilitators, including semantic maps and other 
graphic depictions of word meanings and taxonomies, 
which would help students deepen their knowledge of word 
meanings (Baker, Gersten, & Scanlon, 2002; Gersten, 
Baker, Pugach, Scanlon, & Chard, 2001 ). 

Table 3 presents an instructional sequence that is aligned 
with key principles of high quality vocabulary instruction 
(e.g., Archer, 2006; Baumann et al., 2003; Beck, McKeown, 
& Kucan, 2002; Graves, 2006). The following principles are 
evident in the example: (a) It teaches a student-friendly def-
inition of the target word, (b) it provides examples of the 
word in contexts that are meaningful for students, (c) stu-
dents discriminate between correct and incorrect applica-
tions of the word, (d) with a partner or on their own students 
create additional examples of applying the word in appro-
priate contexts, and ( e) students are encouraged to use the 
target word outside of instructional time. What is not appar-
ent in the figure is that high quality vocabulary instruction 
in any tier should include extensive review of previously 
learned words. 
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Providing students with clear definitions of word meanings 
In the standard activity, the teacher is expected to model 

how to use clues to understand the meaning of admire. Ask-
ing students to use clues to define words can be a useful 
approach (Jenkins, Stein, & Wysocki, 1984). However, the 
program should guide teachers on how to use a think-aloud 
technique to model for students how to do this (Gersten, 
Baker, & Marks, 1998). Without clear examples of how to 
use clues to determine word meanings (it is a difficult thing 
to teach, especially spontaneously), the lesson can meander 
or be confusing for students. Irrelevant teacher talk may 
increase when teachers have no real framework to follow, 
and, as a result, students might miss essential content, such 
as getting a clear definition of the target word. In the 
enhanced example, the teacher defines the word admire and 
uses examples to illustrate the definition before asking stu-
dents to do anything with the word (either define it or use it). 
Words with which most second grade students will be famil-
iar are used to define admire. 

Frequently during vocabulary instruction, teachers ask 
students what a word means, and if students answer cor-
rectly, they move on to the next word. Asking students to 
explain the meaning of words is appropriate if they know 
the meaning (e.g., as a review activity), but for students who 
lack this knowledge, learning the meaning from a brief 
explanation by a peer is unlikely to give them much under-
standing. When teachers make sure students get a good def-
inition of key vocabulary words and hear how they are used 
in sentences, it is much more likely that students who had no 
knowledge of the target words before the lesson began will 
have a much better understanding after the lesson (Beck et 
al., 2008). 

Giving examples of the word in meaningful contexts 
for students 

In the enhanced activity, examples of how admire is used 
are related to family, friends, and to the reading selection 
students are working on at that moment. This helps ensure 
that students will gain an understanding of the word in the 
context of things they know (i.e., family, friends) or things 
they are expected to know (i.e., story content). Seeing 
vocabulary words applied to what students know increases 
the likelihood that they will also use the word when they 
themselves speak or write. An important characteristic of 
deep word knowledge is knowing when words are applied 
or used correctly and when they are not. Working with cor-
rect and incorrect applications of word meanings (i.e., 
examples and nonexamples) helps students learn to discrim-
inate when and how to use new vocabulary. 

Having students work with word meanings in pairs 
or on their own 

To deepen word knowledge, planned opportunities for 
students to apply new vocabulary are very important. These 
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TABLE 3 
Enhanced Vocabulary Instruction for Tier 1 Second Grade 

Word: Admire 

T: The word you are going to learn is admire. Say the word with me: admire. 
(Use similar signaling procedures as with phonemic awareness activities.) 
Ss: admire 

MAY 2010 

T: The sounds in admire are: /a/ /d/ /m/ /ai/ Ir/. Can you tell me all the sounds in admire? 
(Use similar signaling procedures as with phonemic awareness activities.) 
Ss: /a/ /di /ml fail Ir/ 
T: Yes, the sounds are: /a/ /d/ Im/ /ai/ Ir/ Here is how you spell admire: (T writes word on the 
board) 

T: Admire means to like and respect someone. Listen again: Admire means to like and 
respect someone. Admire means what? (Use similar signaling procedure as above to ensure 
students respond in unison). 
Ss: ... to like and respect someone. 

T: I will give you examples of the word admire: My mother always makes delicious dinners. 
I admire her because she is a very good cook. 
T: Watch how I will use the word admire that was in the story we just read: Tamie de Paola 
always wanted to be an artist. I admire him because he didn't give up on his dream to become 
an artist. 
T: Here is another example of admire: My best friend was kicked by another kid. My best friend 
did not kick him back but went to the principal and told him what had happened. I admire my 
best friend because he did not kick back. 

T: When I signal, give me thumbs up or thumbs down if the sentence matches the definition of 
admire. When you admire someone, you: 

respect them by saying good things about them (Signal) .................... Ss: thumbs up 
say bad things about them (Signal) ....................................................... Ss: thumbs down 
yell at them (Signal) ............................................................................... Ss: thumbs down 
hang a picture of them on the wall (Signal) ........................................... Ss: thumbs up 
listen to what they say (Signal) .............................................................. Ss: thumbs up 

Yes, admire means that you like and respect someone. 

T: Now think of a person you admire. I will give you an example: 
My turn: I admire Amelia Earhart because she was the first woman to fly around the world. 
Tell your partner about a person you admire. Start your sentence by saying: 
I admire because Go. 

T: I want you to use the word admire when appropriate. When you have a sentence with admire, 
tell it to me, so we can add it to our Word Wall examples. 

When students are working in pairs, the teacher moves around the classroom to make sure students 
are providing appropriate examples. Teacher guides students on how to use the word appropriately. 
Example: 
S: / admire my mother because she says "hi" to me every morning. 
T: The word admire means to like and show respect to someone for something special that they 
do. For example, I admire my mother because she always wakes up happy and kisses and hugs 
me every day even when she is very tired. Can you think of something else that your mother 
does that is special? 
S: / admire my mother because she never gets mad at my little brother when he cries. 
T: Yes, that is a good example of the word admire. 



activi ties give teachers a clear way to determine how well 
students understand the meaning of taught vocabulary. For 
application activities generally and for vocabulary words in 
particular, partner work is very effective. Structured work 
between peers both increases the meaningful engagement of 
all students and provides important practice opportunities, a 
key objective of moving toward independent student use of 
new vocabulary (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Burish, 2000). While stu-
dents are working with their peers, the teacher's responsi-
bility is to circulate around the classroom, monitoring stu-
dents and providing feedback on effort and content use. 

Encouraging students to use the word 
whenever appropriate 

The teacher uses an example from the reading selection 
to draw students' attention to the meaning of admire. In real-
ity, it is not necessary for the reading selection to actually 
contain the word the teacher is drawing attention to, but 
doing so may help accomplish two important instructional 
objectives. First, it allows teachers to model for students 
how to make connections (in this case between an important 
vocabulary word and a story the class is reading), a key prin-
ciple of academic learning that teachers want to reinforce as 
much as possible. Second, it uses an important vocabulary 
word in the context of academic content students can under-
stand and should be working with in a variety of contexts. 
Also, in the context of vocabulary goals in particular, teach-
ers should be vigilant about ways to use new vocabulary in 
a variety of contexts, including text selections, and they 
should regularly encourage students to use key vocabulary 
on their own (Beck et al., 2008). 

Error correction 
Correcting student errors and misunderstandings is a major 

aspect of strong vocabulary instruction. Effective teachers 
correct errors in ways that are not embarrassing for students 
and do not single them out. In the enhanced vocabulary exam-
ple, we use an error correction procedure that is consistent 
with principles of effective instruction and similar structurally 
to the error correction procedure used in the phonemic aware-
ness and decoding lesson. In essence, teachers provide feed-
back to students by modeling the correct use of the word. 

In providing feedback, teachers can use ideas from stu-
dents to support the use of admire in meaningful contexts. In 
the example, the teacher uses the same character (i.e., the 
mother) and the same timeline (i.e., every morning or every 
day) to crea·te a sentence with admire, supporting students' 
attempts at meaningful comprehension. This type of teach-
ing is masterful. It is very difficult to do well and smoothly, 
in part because no explicit or partial script can be relied on 
and in part because it requires teachers to build on what stu-
dents themselves come up with. Particularly with higher 
order skill s, frameworks like the one presented for vocabu-
lary become springboards for highly interactive academic 
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discourse (Beck & McKeown, 2006; Goldenberg & Patthey-
Chavez, 1995). 

Reviewing words previously taught on an ongoing basis 
Systematic and frequent review is an essential instruc-

tional objective for all students, but it is particularly critical 
with students who are receiving instructional support in 
Tiers 2 and 3. Teachers should have a clear plan for review, 
including knowing which words will be reviewed and when. 
Part of effective vocabulary instruction, and a feature that 
greatly facilitates effective review, is to have vocabulary 
words on prominent visual display for students so they can 
be referred to during structured review opportunities. Also, 
having words visually available means students can refer to 
them whenever they want. 

Summary of Key Vocabulary Instruction 
Our experience is that without a lot of support for teach-

ers, highly effective vocabulary instruction in Tier 1 is very 
difficult to provide. Developing effective vocabulary and 
comprehension activities can be extremely time consuming, 
and ideally a group of teachers in the school or district 
should develop these activities together to share the work-
load and ensure that all students are learning similar words 
in each grade (Gersten et al., 2007). If high-quality vocabu-
lary instruction were provided consistently across all early 
reading instruction in a district, for example, it could signif-
icantly increase word learning outcomes for all students. In 
particular, integrating high quality vocabulary instruction 
across Tiers I and 2 would be beneficial for at-risk students 
and English learners (ELs). This type of deep and wide-
spread implementation would require a significant district-
wide commitment. 

Just because students appear to be on track for develop-
ing foundational reading skills does not mean they have 
the language and vocabulary skills to learn and understand 
grade level content through their own reading and other 
ways. Vocabulary and comprehension instruction in the 
context of Tier 2 is appropriate for students with strong 
decoding skills but who would benefit from additional 
vocabulary and comprehension instruction. The challenge 
of understanding complex content, of course, becomes 
greater as students move up in grade. And just because stu-
dents appear to be on track with foundational reading skill s 
in the early grades is certainly no guarantee they will have 
the language and vocabulary skills necessary to deeply 
understand complex academic content (Biancarosa & 
Snow, 2006; Kami] et al., 2008). ELs, for example, might 
particularly benefit from integrated Tier 2 instruction, 
where the focus during small group instruction is on pre-
viewing the vocabulary and comprehension lesson the 
teacher will teach during Tier 1 or reviewing the vocabu-
lary and comprehension lessons previously taught during 
Tier 1 (Gersten et al., 2007). 
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DETERMINING THE EFFECTIVENESS 
OF INSTRUCTIONAL TIERS 

A critical component of Rtl as a prevention and interven-
tion system is using data to inform instructional decision 
making. One major aspect is determining the effectiveness 
of instruction within each tier, to distinguish efficacious 
practices from practices that require modification. In the 
framework we propose, this requires analysis and interpre-
tation of two types of data sources. 

Student response data 
The first is student reading data, particularly student 

response data. We use the term response data in the context 
of Response to Intervention, to clearly indicate we mean 
growth over time (Francis, Fletcher, Stuebing, Davidson, & 
Thompson, 1991). Measuring response (i.e., growth) directly 
takes into account how well students are reading at the end 
of the school year, for example, given their initial reading 
performance at the beginning of the school year (Baker et al., 
2008). Performance data, on the other hand, can have a more 
specific meaning targeting how well students are reading at 
any point in time (e.g., their level of reading performance at 
the beginning of the school year or at the end of the school 
year). Performance data is also used more generally to 
describe data from a variety of sources that summarizes read-
ing proficiency overall. Schools can use student response 
data to analyze how well their tiers of instructional support 
have systematically (a) decreased the percentage of students 
at the highest level of reading risk within and across school 
years, (b) increased the percentage of students who reach 
grade-level reading goals, and (c) increased strong rates of 
student reading growth and improvement over a specified 
time period (Baker et al., 2007). 

Classroom implementation data 
The second data source that can be used to examine the 

effectiveness of instructional tiers is classroom implementa-
tion data. Given the primacy of high quality instruction and 
intervention in Rtl, we believe it is the responsibility of 
districts and schools to collect and summarize classroom 
implementation data regularly. Schools and districts should 
use reliable and valid implementation data to develop and 
refine their tiers of support over time. 

We suggest that three sources of data can be central to 
improving the implementation of effective instruction over 
time. First, a document that codifies the primary features of 
each instructional tier should be developed and reviewed by 
key stakeholders (e.g., parents, school board members). This 
plan should include elements such as allocated time for 
reading instruction, grouping arrangements, methods of 
progress monitoring, and types of teaching strategies and 
methods. We refer to this as an instructional support plan. 

Second, a standardized procedure should be used to 
determine the extent to which instruction specified in the 

instructional support plan is actually being provided in 
classrooms. This is aligned with the concept of the enacted 
curriculum versus the intended curriculum (Porter & Smith-
son, 2001). This procedure should include classroom obser-
vations of fidelity of implementation (Gersten, Chard, et al., 
2000). 

Third, another type of standardized classroom observa-
tion procedure should be used to examine the extent to 
which an integrated set of evidence-based teaching practices 
is being used in the classroom (Pianta & Hamre, 2009) that 
goes beyond fidelity of implementation of a specific pro-
gram. These observations should help determine how effec-
tive teacher explanations and models are, how useful teacher 
academic feedback is, and how well teachers use students' 
ideas and responses as springboards for deep learni ng 
opportunities and rich academic interactions. This type of 
dynamic instruction, certainly the key features of it (e.g., 
high quality feedback, clear explanations), can be included 
and partially operationalized in the instructional support 
plan. However, this type of instruction is a delicate blend of 
the art and science of teaching, and it will take very knowl-
edgeable school personnel to determine how well teachers 
are delivering this type of instruction and what constitute 
reasonable (challenging yet achievable) goals for teacher 
improvement. 

These three data sources provide the basis for determin-
ing how the instructional tiers are supposed to differ and 
actually do differ, particularly in relation to instructional 
intensity. That is, the instructional support plan describes 
what should occur in each tier, and data related to fidelity of 
implementation and quality of instruction help determine 
what is actually occurring in the classroom. Together, the tri-
angulation of the three data sources (Bogdan & Biklen, 
2006; Cohen, Manion, & Morrisson, 2000) can increase the 
evidentiary basis for decisions made to improve instruction 
over time. 

Ultimately, implementation data should be analyzed in 
conjunction with student reading data, particularly student 
response data indicating how much growth students have 
made over time. Student reading data and implementation 
data should be examined regularly throughout the school 
year to identify areas where instructional modifications are 
needed. These modifications should be reflected in an 
updated instructional support plan. In this way, the instruc-
tional support plan is a dynamic document that changes reg-
ularly in relation to the ongoing collection of student read-
ing and implementation data. 

Student Reading Data 
Formative reading data collected during benchmarking 

assessments- universal assessments typically conducted at 
the beginning (e.g., fall), middle (e.g., winter), and end of 
the year (e.g., spring)- provide an excellent way to analyze 
the percentage of students who make adequate reading 



progress during the year (i.e., student response to instruction 
and intervention). School and district teams can use these 
data to evaluate the effectiveness of their instructional 
tiers. In the section that follows, we describe the logic of 
this approach and how we have used it with schools in the 
past. The data in our example come from 33 schools that 
participated in a federal reading initiative (i.e., RF; Baker 
et al., 2007, in press). All 33 schools received extensive 
professional development and onsite coaching to implement 
a tiered model of reading instruction that corresponds to the 
principles we have described in this paper. Each school used 
DIBELS (Good, Gruba, & Kaminski, 2001) as their forma-
tive benchmarking assessment system with all K-3 students 
three times per year. This process can, however, be applied 
to other benchmarking systems (e.g., CBM-R, Aimsweb, 
easyCBM). 

We provide two examples for evaluating the effectiveness 
of tiers of instructional support for students. In the first, we 
focus on the percentage of student making adequate progress 
across the entire school year. In the second, we examine 
adequate progress over consecutive benchmarking time 
periods within a school year (e.g., progress from the begin-
ning of the year [fall] to the middle of the year [ winter]). 

In the first example, the progress of each student was 
determined to be adequate or not adequate over the entire 
school year. Progress was adequate if the student began the 
school year with: 

1. a benchmark instructional recommendation (i.e., at 
low risk for reading difficulty based on DIBELS 
screening measures) and ended the year at grade 
level reading performance on a comprehensive mea-
sure of reading (i.e., above the 40th percentile on the 
SAT-10), 

2. a strategic instructional recommendation (i.e., at 
some risk for reading difficulty based on DIBELS 
screening measures) and ended the year at grade 
level rea~ing performance on a comprehensive mea-
sure of reading (i.e., above the 40th percentile on the 
SAT-10), and 

3. an intensive instructional recommendation (i.e., at 
high risk for reading difficulty based on DIBELS 
screening measures) and ended the year reading 
either at grade level (i.e., above the 40th percentile 
on the SAT- I 0) or somewhat below grade level 
(between the 20th and 40th percentiles on the SAT-
] 0) on a comprehensive measure of reading. 

These definitions of adequate reading progress all 
increase the likelihood that a student will be a successful 
reader at the end of third grade. For students at moderate or 
high risk for reading difficulties, adequate progress reflects 
a meaningful reduction in the degree of reading risk from 
the beginning to the end of the school year. For students who 
are reading at the benchmark level of performance at the 
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beginning of the year and receive Tier 1 supports, adequate 
progress indicates that their reading proficiency has 
improved enough to maintain their status of reading at the 
benchmark level, and they are reaching grade level reading 
expectations. For students who are reading at the strategic 
instructional level at the beginning of the year and receive 
both Tier 1 and Tier 2 instructional supports, adequate 
progress reflects that they have reached grade level reading 
expectations. For students who are intensive at the begin-
ning of the year, instructional support may come in different 
combinations of Tiers 1, 2, and 3, depending on the school. 
For these students, adequate progress to the end of the year 
reflects a reduction in the degree of risk they face for long-
term reading difficulties. 

Student response across the entire school year 
Table 4 presents one source of evidence we use to con-

sider how effective different tiers of instructional support 
have been for students in first grade. In relation to student 
reading, two concepts are important in evaluating the effec-
tiveness of any given tier of support: the reduction of risk for 
students at moderate or high risk (i.e., strategic and intensive 
at the beginning of the year) and keeping students who are 
already meeting grade level objectives (low risk, benchmark 
at the beginning of the year) on track to meet subsequent 
reading objectives. 

To provide some context for understanding this analysis, 
consider that, in kindergarten the previous year, all students 
began the year by receiving Tier 1 core instruction. In the 
middle of the year, the students reading at benchmark levels 
of performance (i.e., considered to be on track for grade 
level reading outcomes) continued to receive only Tier 1 
core instruction. Those students who were somewhat below 
benchmark levels of performance (i.e., moderate risk) 
received Tier 1 and Tier 2 supports, and students who were 
well below benchmark levels of performance (i.e., high risk) 
received Tier 3 support. In most schools, Tier 3 instruction 
was a replacement core program, meaning these students 
received virtually all of their instruction in a Tier 3 program 
(i.e., they received little or no reading instruction in the core 
Tier 1 program). The monitoring of student performance and 
flexibly grouping and regrouping students to match instruc-
tion with need continued throughout kindergarten. At the 
beginning of first grade, all students were screened for read-
ing problems. 

Table 4 presents how well these students learned to read 
in grade I. The left column shows the instructional recom-
mendation at the beginning of the year and the number and 
percentage of students in each of the three categories. For 
example, at the beginning of first grade, 29% of the students 
in these schools began the year at high risk for long-term 
reading difficulties (i.e., intensive), 28% began at moderate 
risk (i.e., strategic), and 43 % began at low risk (i.e., bench-
mark). Students at the benchmark level at the beginning of 



14 FOCUS ON EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN MAY 2010 

TABLE 4 
Percentage of Students Reading at Different Levels on the SAT-10 Based on Beginning of 

Year DIBELS Instructional Recommendation (Cohort A First Grade Students in 2008) 

Reading Performance on SAT-10 at End of Year 

DIBELS Instructional Recommendation 
at the Beginning of the Year 

Well Below Somewhat Below At Grade Level 
Grade Level Grade Level or Above 

Intensive (n = 2,992; 29%) 
Strategic (n = 2,840; 28%) 
Benchmark (n = 4391; 43%) 

60.26% 
24.45% 

3.44% 

(22.77) 25.02% 
(16.30) 36.04% 
(3.98) 15.98% 

(17.84) 14.72% (17.32) 
(17.32) 39.51 % (19.40) 
(6.54) 80.58% (8.33) 

Note. Each cell represents the mean and standard deviation of 33 school percentages. 

the year received core Tier I instructional supports. Students 
at the strategic level received Tier 1 and Tier 2 instructional 
supports, and students at the intensive level received Tier 3 
instructional support. 

The percentages in the table show how well students were 
reading at the end of the year in relation to their instructional 
recommendation at the beginning of the year. For example, 
of the 4,391 students who began the year at benchmark (i.e., 
on track for grade level reading outcomes), approximately 
81 % reached the SAT-10 score used to define grade level 
reading proficiency (i.e., the 40th percentile or better). 

These percentages provide a way to consider the effec-
tiveness of the Tier 1 instructional support system. For 
example, if 100% of the students who began the year receiv-
ing only Tier 1 support reached the end-of-year reading 
goals, it would be reasonable to conclude the evidence 
strongly indicates Tier 1 was effective for students receiving 
just Tier 1 support. If, on the other hand, 25% of the students 
reached the end-of-year goals, this conclusion would not be 
warranted. The fact that about 81 % of the students reached 
the end-of-year goal suggests a reasonable conclusion lies 
somewhere in between. That is, the Tier 1 instructional 
support system was effective for many low risk students but 
not for all low risk students. 

It is critical to emphasize that these data reflect averages 
across all 33 schools. Examining the range of performance 
across individual schools presents a more nuanced and 
important story. For benchmark students in the top quartile 
schools, on average, 92% reached the end-of-year reading 
goals. For benchmark students in bottom quartile schools, 
on average, 70% reached the end-of-year reading goals. In a 
handful of schools, fewer than 65% of the students who 
began the year at benchmark reached the end-of-year read-
ing goals. Clearly, schools differed widely in how effective 
their Tier 1 instructional system was for benchmark stu-
dents. Evidence for the variability among schools in the 
pathways from student initial reading ski ll (i.e., benchmark, 
strategic, or intensive) towards end-of-year proficiency 

levels is indicted by the large standard deviation in each cell 
of Table 4. 

In Table 4, when we examine students who began the 
year at strategic levels, it is somewhat easier to see clear 
signs for potential system improvements. Indications of 
accelerated learning in Tier 2 can be seen in the students 
who began the year at strategic levels and ended the year 
reaching the end-of-year goals. About 40 % of the students 
are in this category. Around 36% of the students remained at 
moderate risk at the end of the year, and about 24% of the 
students ended the year at high risk (i.e., their level of risk 
became greater over the year). Without a clear comparison 
standard, we can only speculate as to whether these percent-
ages represent a strong integration of Tiers 1 and 2, a weak 
integration, or something in between. Clearly, however, 
these students exhibited more variability in outcomes com-
pared to students who received only Tier 1 instruction, and 
the distribution of outcomes can serve as a starting point in 
determining whether instructional support for students who 
begin grade 1 at moderate risk for reading difficulties 
improves over time (e.g., from one year to the next). 

Again, an important point is that these data vary dramat-
ically among schools. For strategic students in the top quar-
tile schools, on average, 65% reached the end-of-year read-
ing goals. For strategic students in bottom quartile schools, 
on average, 18% reached the end-of-year reading goals. 
Compared to the variability in how well schools supported 
benchmark students with Tier 1 supports, the degree to 
which schools provided effective Tier 1 and 2 supports for 
strategic students is even more pronounced. In fact, in 
schools with effective Tier 1 and Tier 2 supports in place, a 
greater percentage of strategic students reached end-of-year 
reading goals than benchmark students in schools with inef-
fective Tier I support plans. 

Within year response data 
Although it is important to examine yearly response data 

(fall to spring) as presented in Table 4, perhaps the most 



critical data source for schools to use in an RTI prevention 
and intervention framework is within year indicators of 
progress, because teachers and school staff can better use 
the data to make important instructional adjustments within 
and across tiers. The use of formative benchmarking data 
can be useful in these types of analyses. For example, a sys-
tematic examination of how many students in Tiers 1, 2, and 
3 make adequate progress between the fall and winter 
benchmarking periods (i.e., beginning of the year to the 
middle of the year) is presented in Table 5. The data show 
how benchmark, strategic, and intensive students in the fall 
performed on nonsense word fluency (a measure of alpha-
betic understanding) in the winter benchmarking. The data 
also demonstrate how students progress over time in acquir-
ing the alphabetic principle (Fien et al., 2008; Good, Baker, 
& Peyton, 2009). For example, students who began the year 
with a benchmark instructional recommendation can be 
tracked to determine whether, as a group, they are progress-
ing towards the winter benchmark goal. 

One way for the school to frame the evaluative question 
is: How effective was our Tier 1 instructional plan in sup-
porting benchmark students in reaching the winter bench-
mark goal? (Good et al., 2001) Table 5 shows that about 
85% of students who began the year at benchmark reached 
the winter benchmark goal. Similar to Table 4, these are data 
across all 33 schools. For benchmark students in the top 
quartile schools, on average, 95% reached the end-of-year 
reading goals. For benchmark students in bottom quartile 
schools, on average, 71 % reached the end-of-year reading 
goals. 

A second evaluative question is, how effective was our 
Tier 1 and Tier 2 instructional plans in supporting strategic 
students in reaching the winter benchmark goal? Table 2 
indicates that 48% of the students who began the year with 
strategic support needs reached the winter benchmark goal. 
In top quartile schools, on average, 71 % reached the end-of-
year reading goals. In bottom quartile schools, 25% reached 
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the end-of-year reading goals. Again, schools differed 
widely in how effective their Tier 1 and Tier 2 support plans 
were for strategic students. This framework for identifying 
the range of variability in tier effectiveness across schools is 
a critical concept in coupling implementation data with stu-
dent reading data to identify effective and ineffective tiers of 
instructional support and instructional practices within those 
tiers. 

Focus on Important Subgroups 
This framework for examining the general effectiveness 

across tiers of support can be similarly applied to important 
subgroups of students. For example, DIBELS and SAT-10 
data were collected on ELs and English speakers in all 33 
schools, allowing school and district staff to examine impact 
with different groups of students. Disaggregated data can 
also be used to analyze relative changes in effectiveness 
across years. Data collected as part of RF were used to 
examine the performance of two groups of ELs (Baker, 
Baker, Katz, & Otterstedt, 2009). The first group of ELs 
attended 33 schools during the 1st year of program imple-
mentation, the 2003-2004 school year. The second group of 
ELs attended these same schools during the 2005-2006 
school year (i.e., the 3rd year of implementation). Thus, the 
primary difference between these two groups of ELs is the 
number of years their schools had participated in RF and 
provided tiered reading instruction. 

Figure 1 displays the percent of EL students reaching for-
mative reading goals (i.e., DIBELS benchmark goals) in 
each grade K-3 in Year 1 of RF implementation compared 
to Year 3 of RF implementation. The graph shows that in 
each grade a higher percentage of ELs reached formative 
reading goals as schools gained more experience with 
implementation. Figure 2 displays the same type of infor-
mation, with the outcome measure being student perfor-
mance on the high stakes measure (i.e., SAT-10 for K-2 and 
the Oregon Assessment of Knowledge and Skills in grade 

TABLE 5 
Percentage of Students Reading at Different Levels on Nonsense Word Fluency at the Winter 
Benchmark Based on Beginning of Year Performance (Cohort A First Grade Students in 2008) 

Reading Performance on NWF at the Winter Benchmark 

DIBELS Instructional Recommendation 
at the Beginning of the Year 

Intensive 
Strategic 
Benchmark 

NWF = Nonsense Word Fluency 

Deficit 

37.10% 
9.95% 
1.15% 

(19.42) 
(11.38) 
(2.06) 

Emerging 

45.44% 
42.16% 
14.02% 

(16.10) 
(16.46) 
(9.22) 

Note. Each cell represents the mean and standard deviation of 33 school percentages 

Established 

17.46% 
47.89% 
84.83% 

(18.13) 
(17.94) 
(9.77) 
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evaluation data, however, is that educa-
tion leaders have access to disaggregated 
formative data that can be used in highly 
purposeful ways to make modifications to 
tiers of support for students and to eval-
uate the long term impact of reform ini-
tiatives such as RF or Rtl for important 
subgroups. 
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The data in Tables 4 and 5 and Figures 
1 and 2 can provide an important basis for 
evaluating the effectiveness of instruc-
tional tiers of support for students overall 
and for important subgroups of students, 
including students at different risk levels, 
students from high poverty backgrounds, 
and ELs. These evaluations should lead to 
data-based modifications to improve the 
quality of instruction within each tier. We 
suggest an optimal and feasible way to 
improve instruction within each tier is to 
base changes on (a) a clear plan for what 
instructional supports are supposed to be 
provided and (b) data on what instruc-
tional supports are actually provided in 
each tier and the quality of that support. 

FIGURE 1 
Percent of English Learners Reaching Formative Reading Goals 

in Year 1 of Reading First Implementation versus Year 3 
Operationalize the plan for tiered 
instructional support 

of Reading First Implementation 

3). Similar differences by year of implementation were 
obtained when the contrast variable was the percentage of 
students who were at high risk for reading difficulties at the 
end of the year despite having received 1 year of reading 
instruction. 

With ELs, a reasonable conclusion is that this multitiered 
approach to reading instruction is associated with increased 
formative reading skills and general reading proficiency and 
a decrease in reading significantly below grade level. This is 
significant and meaningful, given the difficulty with large-
scale initiatives to increase reading achievement for ELs and 
to close the achievement gap with their English speaking 
peers. 

An essential consideration, however, is that, although 
improvements appear to accrue for ELs over time, substan-
tial room for improvement remains. Although the percent 
of students reading significantly below grade level in third 
grade was reduced considerably from the 1st to 3rd year of 
implementation, 60% of ELs were still not reaching grade 
level reading proficiency in schools in the 3rd year of 
implementation. Schools and districts need to do a better 
job with subgroups such as ELs. The main point with these 

The instructional support plan should 
include details regarding the content of 

reading instruction (i.e., the what), who will provide instruc-
tion (i.e., roles of teachers and instructional assistants), and 
when and where instruction will occur. This information 
should be described for each grade and for each tier of sup-
port within each grade. The plan should focus on the impor-
tant big ideas of early reading established by the National 
Reading Panel (NRP, 2000). Selected interventions, to the 
extent possible, should be described in the plan as well as 
the basic procedure the school will use to select evidence-
based programs and interventions. A wealth of information 
regarding current evidence-based programs and interven-
tions is available from various sources online (e.g., What 
Works Clearinghouse, Florida Center for Reading Research). 

Fidelity of implementation 
The concept of fidelity of implementation is fairly 

straightforward in the context of tiered instruction. An inde-
pendent observer (e.g., a District Teacher on Special Assign-
ment [TOSA]) should regularly document that the structural 
elements of the instructional support plan are actually in 
place. Structural elements include the amount of time sched-
uled for reading instruction, grouping structures employed, 



17 

100 

~ c 90 
CIJ 
(,I 

""' CIJ 
i:i... 80 
£ 
C 
;!, 

70 ..... 
(,I 
C 
CIJ ·o 

D Year l Implementation 
• Year 3 Implementation 

Evidence also associates sustained 
implementation of such school reform 
efforts with increased student achieve-
ment. The Borman et al. (2003) meta-
analysis found that the number of years a 
school had been implementing a reform 
model was a statistically significant pre-
dictor of effect size (Z = 2.82, p < .01). 
Modest effect sizes were found in the first 
3 years of implementation-.017, .014, 
and .015 for years I through 3, respec-
tively- whereas schools engaged in 
reform for 8 years or more yielded an 
effect size of .50. This finding suggests 
that schools should not only monitor 
fidelity of implementation regularly 
within the school year, but that mecha-
nisms should be in place to monitor 
fidelity across school years to measure 
sustained integrity to the tiered instruc-
tional support plans. 
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Note. K = Kindergarten; SAT-10 = Stanford Achievement Test in Reading - 1 Q1h Edi-
tion; OSAT = Oregon State-wide Achievement Test in Reading. 

The third source of implementation 
data is the extent to which evidence-based 
teaching practices are in place in each 

FIGURE 2 
Percent of English Learners Reaching Grade Level Goals 

(i.e., 40th percentile) on High Stakes Outcome Tests in Year 1 
of Reading First Implementation versus Year 3 of 

Reading First Implementation. 

classroom. The way instruction is de-
signed and delivered is critical in a multi-
tiered approach. We focus in particular on 
the degree to which explicit and system-
atic instruction occurs for all students, 

and adopted core reading and intervention materials. In 
research, this process is thought of as operationalizing the 
independent variable, and an important objective of inter-
vention research is to accurately measure the gap between 
conceptualization and executio~ of the independent variable 
or intervention plan (Gersten, Baker, & Lloyd, 2000). Lev-
els of intervention fidelity are strongly associated with stu-
dent achievement across a wide variety of content areas 
(Gersten, Chard, et al., 2000), and evidence also indicates 
that improved student achievement is related to the level of 
implementation of a given schoolwide reform model (Desi-
mone, 2002; Haynes, 1998; Marsh, 1994; Newmann, 
Marks , & Gamorran, 1996; Stringfield et al., 1997). In fact, 
Borman, Hewes, Overman, and Brown (2003) argued that 
"the heterogeneity of the comprehensive school reform 
(CSR) effec t and the fact that few of the general reform 
components helped explain that variability suggest that the 
differences in the effectiveness of CSR are largely due to 
unmeasured program-specific and school-specific d(ffer-
ences in implementation" (p. 166, italics added). 

particularly for those students at risk for 
reading and math difficulties. In our 
description of integrating instruction sup-

ports across Tiers 1 and 2, the instructional design and deliv-
ery modifications are based largely on making instruction 
more systematic and explicit. 

An important concept is that local districts can reliably 
collect implementation data on effective teaching behaviors 
to create local repositories of normative teacher behaviors 
and link these teacher behaviors to the types of student read-
ing data described in the above section. For example, dis-
tricts could use this type of instructional data to precisely 
distinguish highly interactive classrooms (e.g., a balance of 
strategic teacher modeling with high rates of student prac-
tice opportunities and low rates of student errors) from those 
classrooms that may be too didactic (e.g., high rates of 
teacher models and very low rates of student practice oppor-
tunities) or classrooms not supportive of at-risk learners 
(i.e., low rates of teacher modeling and high rates of practice 
opportunities with concomitant student errors). Likewise, 
districts and schools can identify patterns of teacher behav-
iors that are associated with improved academic achieve-
ment or strong rates of academic growth . Ultimately, school 
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and district leaders could use such data sets to develop goals 
for teachers with either consistently low student achieve-
ment or who are normatively discrepant from their peers in 
terms of effective teaching practices. 

SUMMARY 
Our experience with a three-tiered system of instruction 

in early reading has lead to the following conclusions. An 
effective Tier 1 system serves two essential purposes. First, 
when provided to students who are at low risk for reading 
difficulties (i.e., on track for successful reading outcomes) at 
the beginning of the year, it enables the vast majority of stu-
dents to meet challenging formative and summative reading 
goals by the end of the year. Second, when Tier 1 instruction 
is provided to students who are at moderate risk for reading 
difficulties at the beginning of the year, it provides one of 
two essential instructional support tiers. Together with 
effective Tier 2 instructional supports, the integration of 
Tiers 1 and 2 for students at moderate risk for reading diffi-
culties enables these students to reach formative and sum-
mative reading goals by the end of the year. In first grade, 
we argue that the goal for students who begin the year at 
moderate risk for reading difficulties should be grade-level 
reading proficiency by the end of the year. That is, students 
at moderate risk of reading difficulties at the beginning of 
the year should meet the same challenging formative and 
summative reading goals at the end of the year as students 
who begin the year at low risk for reading difficulties. 

Student reading data, in particular student response data 
that documents student progress over a specified time 
period, should be the primary basis for evaluating the effec-
tiveness of tiers of instructional support. In other words, stu-
dents reaching important formative and summative reading 
goals constitute positive evidence for an effective system of 
instruction. When students do not reach key goals, the evi-
dence suggests the system should be improved in some 
manner. 

However, examining only student reading data is not suf-
ficient for a comprehensive evaluation of the effectiveness 
of an early reading system. It is also necessary to carefully 
examine how instruction and tiers of instruction are deliv-
ered in the classroom. Toward that end, we suggest three 
components, along with student reading data, that constitute 
a comprehensive framework for evaluating implementation: 
(a) some type of instructional support plan to codify the 
multitiered system of instructional supports that will be pro-
vided across and within each tier, (b) a system documenting 
whether the plan is being implemented with fidelity in the 
classroom, and (c) a sys tem for evaluating quality of instruc-
tion- the extenl to which instruction is systematic and 
explicit-particularly in early reading. 
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