
Response to Intervention, a framework for providing high-quality instruction for all students, is a 
process gaining more and more national acceptance for managing differences in learning. This brief 
provides an overview of how IDEA, RtI, and the Schools Attuned Program fit together to provide 
students with opportunities to flourish in both school and life.   

Rosa is an outgoing, active, seven year-old Hispanic child who lives with her grandparents and attends first 
grade at George Washington Elementary near her home in a suburb of Atlanta.  

Early in first grade, Rosa’s teacher took the time to identify Rosa’s strengths and weaknesses in order to select 
specific strategies to address her learning differences. This knowledge allowed Rosa’s teacher to work more 
carefully with her on how to manage her sudden mood swings and frequent arguments and fights. Her 
teacher partnered with her grandparents to support a shared understanding of Rosa’s learning profile and 
in addition to documenting progress, taught Rosa specific social skills to improve her competence in such 
areas as answering questions, controlling her anger, and getting along with others. While working in a small 
cooperative group with three other students, Rosa was able to observe other children who behaved properly 
at school.  

By the end of first grade, Rosa’s behavior had changed dramatically. In addition to improved scores on  
reading comprehension tests, Rosa was appropriately engaged and worked hard to complete her academic 
assignments each day. Her behavior on the playground improved as well. No longer viewed as a disruptive 
student, Rosa and her family now look forward to a bright future with realistic hopes for continued success 
and high achievement in second grade and beyond.   

History of IDEA

In 1974, Congress enacted the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (Public Law 94-142), to support 
states and localities in protecting the rights, meeting the needs, and improving the results for Rosa and other 
infants, toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities. This landmark law has been updated about every five 
years, most recently in 2004. 

In the years since the passage of Public Law 94-142, significant progress has been made toward meeting 
major national goals for developing and implementing effective programs and services for early intervention, 
special education, and related services. Before IDEA, many children like Rosa were denied access to education 
and opportunities to learn. For example, in 1970, U.S. schools educated only one in five children with  
disabilities, and many states had laws excluding certain students, including children who were deaf, blind, 
emotionally disturbed, or mentally retarded. Moreover, countless numbers of students whose minds simply 
did not function like most were discounted. They were often labeled as lazy and treated like their  
contributions were of little value. 

Several concepts have become part of the special education vocabulary because of this law, including  
FAPE (free appropriate public education), IEP (individualized education program) and LRE (least restrictive  
environment). These acronyms have become foundational to U.S. efforts to create a high quality system of  
special education and ensure equal access to education for all students. 
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Reauthorized IDEA of 2004 

IDEA 2004 allows federal money1 to go toward programs that 
support “capacity building activities and improve the delivery of 
services by LEAs to improve results for children with disabilities” 
(IDEA, 2004). In order to receive this money, states must adopt  
a policy on recruitment, training, and retention of special  
educators. 

IDEA 2004 also permits the use of federal program dollars for 
students who are not specifically identified as having a learning 
disability. Of the money a school district receives under Part B  
of IDEA, a maximum of 15 percent may be used for “early  
intervention services” for unidentified students. The law says 
these intervening services can include “professional development 
(which may be provided by entities other than LEAs) for teachers 
and other school staff to enable such personnel to deliver  
scientifically based academic and behavioral interventions,  
including scientifically based literacy instruction” (IDEA, 2004). 

In addition, IDEA 2004 removed the requirement of the  
discrepancy model as the sole determining qualifier for special 
education services, opening the door for Response to  
Intervention. 

Response to Intervention 

Prior to 2004, students were referred for special education  
services based on what is called the discrepancy model. Under  
this system, student IQ scores are compared with achievement  
test scores. If there is a large discrepancy between the two  
numbers, the student would be identified with a learning  
disability. One problem with this approach is that students have  
to fail before there can be any interventions. Additionally, it does not help the students who have low scores 
in both assessments. Through the 2004 reauthorization, IDEA now allows schools to develop an alternate 
system of identification, Response to Intervention (RtI), as long as it is documented. 

RtI is a problem-solving approach to managing student learning. Utilizing progress monitoring of student 
performance and curriculum based measurements, student learning problems are framed around the specific 
area of learning breakdown. Designed to scaffold efforts to support learning, all students are expected to 
receive instruction in a broad array of instructional strategies within the general educational setting. Those 
students needing additional support are then identified as requiring a “second tier” of instruction, including 
more focused and intentional strategies to meet the needs of a smaller and more targeted audience.  Should 
breakdowns continue to occur, students are eligible for even more intensive strategies and interventions. 

RtI is sometimes referred to as Response to Instruction as decisions are constantly made about the unique  
individual responses to instructional delivery. This approach works to the benefit of all students within the 
classroom, because teachers are actively engaged in discovering the source of learning breakdowns. In the 
past, special education was seen as the only way students could receive help. If they do not meet special  
education requirements, those students still fail in the classroom. RtI empowers teachers to troubleshoot 
problems that students are encountering, many times eliminating the need for special education referrals. 

Features of the RtI approach have been around for more than 20 years under names like Teacher Assistance 
Team Model, Pre-Referral Intervention Model, Mainstream Assistance Team Model, School-Based Consultation 
Team Model, and Problem-Solving Model.  What has changed now is that the force of current federal law  
is creating a fundamental shift in instructional delivery, so as to provide a sound foundation for quality  
instruction for all students while also creating a systematic, data-driven process to determine students’ specific 
learning needs. 

Part A

Definition of terms

Part B

Allocation of money and rules/ 
regulations for funding eligibility

•	determining student eligibility for services

•	notifying and involving parents

•	providing services

•	 resolving conflicts between parents  
	 and the school system

Part C

Early Intervention Program for Infants 
and Toddlers with Disabilities

Part D

Provides information and research that 
informs professional practitioners and 
families

•	 teacher education

•	operation of parent training and  
	 information (PTI) centers

• identification of best practices and  
	 promising practices

• development of technologies

• public dissemination of information
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Doing this in a manner that provides both a comprehensive and consistent set of processes for  
implementation is the current policy dilemma for states and districts attempting to move the promise of  
RtI into reality. 

RtI Across the Nation 

Many states have already begun developing models 
for operationalizing an RtI framework. There is no  
set standard for how RtI can be implemented, which 
results in a wide variety of programs nationwide. 
Some states have created “pilot districts,” planning 
committees, and drafts of RtI processes. 

North Carolina is implementing RtI under the title  
of “Responsiveness to Instruction.” This framework  
is based on the problem-solving model, adapted  
from the Heartland Area Education Agency in  
Iowa. The focus of this RtI initiative is on school 
improvement first, not simply evaluation for special 
education eligibility.

In 2004, Bertie, Burke, Guilford, Harnett, and New  
Hanover school districts initiated the pilot program,  
and are currently in the process of implementation.  
At this time, 68 LEAs have sent at least one team through  
the state’s 8-day training session. These teams are made  
up of district or school personnel who will return to their  
districts and train their colleagues. Of these LEAs, 16 have  
committed to using RtI with a particular emphasis on students  
with learning disabilities.

A major implementation concern rests in the question of who accepts responsibility.  While RtI is often  
perceived as a special education initiative, it is essential for general education to take the lead in providing 
evidence-based instruction, interventions, and accommodations to all students. Successful RtI implementation 
requires all educators to move beyond rhetorical slogans such as “all children can learn,” to actual processes 
that can effectively identify learning breakdowns and provide tools for overcoming those barriers. As this  
movement grows larger on a more national scale, efforts will be required to support such a transformative  
element of the educational landscape. 

Without clear guidance as to how states and districts should implement RtI, there is a tremendous risk of 
inconsistent training in topics such as progress monitoring and tier-to-tier transitions. Additionally, there is 
concern for how teachers will gain proficiency in research-based strategies, a cornerstone of RtI, and the  
consistency of the protocol for implementing those strategies. Based on the language of IDEA and No Child 
Left Behind, states are increasingly on the lookout for research-based programs. Programs that provide access 
and build teacher capacity for research-based interventions will have the upper hand in the emerging era of 
education policy. 

The Schools Attuned Connection 

Because the Schools Attuned professional development experience equips educators with the tools and 
processes to make sound judgments about instruction, this program is a natural complement to the spirit of 
IDEA in general, and the RtI framework in particular. Identifying learning breakdowns and how to intervene 
with appropriate accommodations and interventions is an essential skill for successful RtI implementation. As 
states and districts expand their own capacities to fully implement the goals of IDEA 2004, the Institute sees 
a tremendous opportunity for states to connect Schools Attuned and its resources to teachers working within 
an RtI context.   
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