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By John Frame, SBCSC Psychologist

(This is the first of a two- part article on Response to 
Instruction (Intervention). The first part is intended to 
provide the reader with a definition and understanding 
of RTI, while part two will offer an overview of the tiered 
system of instructional delivery and RTI’s place in the 
special education eligibility assessment process. Part 2 
will appear in the fall issue of The Special Edition.)

 Every once in awhile an idea comes along 
that creates both excitement and misery. Hopefully 
response to instruction (or intervention, RTI) brings the 
excitement without the misery. RTI is a philosophy which 
believes that all students can learn when presented with 
instruction that is just beyond their current knowledge but 
within the grasp of understanding. Researchers Kurns, 
Morrison and Batsche (2006) define RTI as “An ongoing 
process of using student performance and other data to 
guide instructional and intervention decisions.” It is a 
process that objectively analyzes all students’ academic 
progress and makes consistent and scientifically-based 
instructional changes to support students who are 
struggling. RTI’s roots are in the pre referral, problem-
solving, and behavioral consultation literature. But RTI 
seeks to move beyond solving individual learning needs 
to influencing the entire system for the benefit of all 
learners. RTI is codified in the latest edition of the IDEA 
(2004) and is implied in the No Child Left Behind Act.

Although RTI is often called Response to 
Intervention, I prefer the term response to instruction 
over response to intervention because language is 
important. The words you use influence how you think. 
The term instruction implies a philosophy that is applied 
to all learners. Intervention implies an application only 
for those who are not meeting academic standards.
 RTI is a different way of thinking about education 
that may help bring down the dividing walls between 

general education and special education. RTI is useful in 
general education to ensure that all students are receiving 
effective instruction and it is useful for special education 
as part of the comprehensive evaluation process. It is a 
system that can support both academic and behavioral 
difficulties that are experienced by students. 
 You might be asking yourself right now, 
“Why do we need a new way of thinking? What was 
wrong with the old way?” Here are a few reasons. The 
number of students found eligible for special education 
continues to increase; however, these same students 
do not seem to experience an improved educational 
outcome. A second reason is that locally we have an 
overrepresentation 
o f  m i n o r i t i e s 
receiving special 
services. Why is 
it that minorities 
fall behind at a 
greater rate? The 
most significant 
problem is the lack 
of effectiveness 
t h a t  t h e 
discrepancy model 
demonstrates for 
identifying students 
w i t h  l e a r n i n g 
d i s a b i l i t i e s . 
Students can be 
found to have a 
severe discrepancy 
between ability and achievement for a number of 
reasons, many of which are not due to an intrinsic 
disability. Many believe that the current system for 
identifying learning disabilities is not justified. Next: 
the tiered system of instructional delivery, and RTI and 
the assessment process.  
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By Gina Piracini, SBCSC Psychologist

(This is a first of a two- part article on the benefits of 
“Response to Instruction (Intervention). Part 2 will be 
published in the fall issue of  The Special Edition. See 
the companion article on page one, “Understanding 
Response to Instruction.”)

 I can hear the grumbling of readers, “Response to 
Intervention or Instruction (RTI)?” “What is it?” “What 
now?” “This is just something else to torture us with?” 
“It’s another hoop to jump through!” “It’s another name 
for something we already know!” Anyway you say it, the 
fact remains that officially, within the law, there is now 
this option of investigating special education eligibility 
by using RTI with and possibly without standardized 
assessments. The state of Indiana will soon develop its 
interpretation of the law, which will then be passed on to 
the SBCSC who will begin their process of interpreting 
and implementing the law. So clear your throat, dry your 
eyes, go for a relaxing walk, because RTI is here and it 
appears to be staying.
 Take a moment to recall all of those struggling 
kindergarten and first grade students that did not qualify 
for special education services, yet you just knew they 
had a learning disability. During these case conferences, 
the staff sat around the table, peering at the psychologist 

as she/he stated that the student’s assessment just 
didn’t meet the criteria for a learning disability. The 
student’s standardized IQ “wasn’t high enough,” or the 
achievement scores were “too high;” yet the student’s 
academic performance was in the bottom 10 percent 
of the classroom. If RTI had been implemented with 
the appropriate resources (enough staff members) then 
the student(s) would have received multiple levels of 
research based assistance months prior. This assistance 
would have already involved the psychologist, to some 
degree, as well as other staff members. This involvement 
would include hands on implementation, as well as just 
“problem solving discussion.” The child’s progress 
would have been monitored closely enough to fit on a 
graph. Eventually the staff would determine, based on the 
student’s progress, exactly what amount of resources the 
student actually needed to keep them progressing with 
their same grade peers. The extent of their resource needs 
paired with this data, which at this point (depending 
on state and corporation policies) could then include 
standardized assessments, would determine if a student 
is eligible for special education services. Rather than 
waiting until the student is in a later grade, the student 
immediately begins progressing through school with the 
supportive hands of both special and general education 
staff. 
Next issue: the benefits and challenges of RIT

Making a Case for RTI

Intern Update
Students from the Career Classes and the INTERN 
Program who volunteer at Notre Dame are getting 
ready for ND’s 2 Gold sale at the football stadium for 
three weeks in May. Parents, be sure to check out the 
websites for Washington and Riley High Schools. 
They now include very nice information on each school’s 
Special Education department including the Career Class 
information and INTERN. To access the Washington 
website go to: http://community.michiana.org/wshngtn/ 

Riley High School can be accessed at: http://sjcpl.lib.
in.us/rhshomepage/index.html

Challenger Little League

Challenger little league baseball, for boys and 
girls ages 5-18 who have physical or mental 
disabilities, is still accepting applications for 
the 2007 season. For more information, please 
contact Debbie Sandsmark at 288-6868.



By Marilyn Cahalan, Editor
 
 In November of 2006 Paul Ash, Assistant 
Director of the Division of Exceptional Learners, 
Indiana Department of Education, reported that Indiana 
released the first set of results using the ‘new formula’ 
for calculating graduation rates adopted by the Indiana 
General Assembly. It showed a 76% graduation rate for 
all high school students in Indiana. The rate for Indiana’s 
special education students is expected to be considerably 
lower but the data was not yet available. (The previous 
formula, used in 2005, indicated a 90.1% graduation rate 
with 72.7% of special education students graduating.) 
Mr. Ash noted that every state has a different way of 
calculating its graduation rate and, as indicated in the 
disparate results with the 2 formulas Indiana has used, 
it is possible to interpret the data in many ways. The 
National Governors Association is suggesting a uniform 
formula to provide comparable state and national 
graduation rate results. 

Most agree, that whatever formula is used, too 
many students (with or without disabilities) are not 
graduating. Mr. Ash recommends several things that 
families and mentors can do to encourage students to 
complete their formal education:

• Stay abreast of the requirements for graduation 
and encourage students to take those courses that 
will fulfill the requirements for a diploma;

• Reward behaviors and choices that support 
remaining in school;

• Learn about and help maintain the documentation 
for the “waiver” process whereby students may 
graduate if they complete all the requirements 
for graduation except passing the GQE (graduate 
qualifying examination);

 and
• Encourage 95% attendance requirement to 

maintain “waiver” eligibility.
He recommends looking up the INDEPENDENCE 
articles on the Department of Education website at 
http://doe.state.in.us/exceptional/speced/independence/ 
welcome.html for items of importance to secondary level 
students with disabilities.

 Here in South Bend, the Special Education 
Administration has taken special note that, beginning 
with students who enter high school in Fall 2007 
(graduating class of 2011,) completion of the Core 40 
program becomes the Indiana graduation requirement.  
Combined with the advent of SLC (smaller learning 
communities also starting with the Freshmen this Fall), 
the Special Education Department is discouraging the 
self-contained Special Education diploma track courses 
for Freshmen since they do not count toward a Core 40 
Diploma. Likewise, in order to maintain eligibility for 
the Core 40, courses may not be taken pass/fail.
 School are being encouraged to be creative with 
scheduling special education teachers to successfully 
support their students in the general education classes. 
It is more critical than ever that students taking a Basic 
Skills class work on assignments, homework, etc. in 
class every day: Basics Skills is NOT a free period for 
students. Likewise, Intermediate Level students are 
being strongly encouraged to be scheduled in general 
education classes as much as possible to give them the 
background, experience, and educational skills needed 
to be successful in High School.
 Although Core 40 is now considered the minimal 
requirements for most post-secondary education 
programs, there is still the option of a General 
Education Diploma that will allow self-contained, 
Special Education diploma track courses. Students unable 
to meet the requirements for either kind of diploma but 
who complete their formal high school program receive 
a Certificate of Achievement. The Special Education 
Resource Manual outlines a proposed course of study 
for those working towards a Certificate of Achievement 
based on a solid vocational program. Those students 
may be enrolled in the Special Education certificate track 
courses, in the Life Skills program or a combination of 
those programs.

No matter which of the diplomas or certificate 
a student will be receiving, all students participate in 
the same graduation ceremony with their peers. No 
distinction is made during the ceremony between the 
categories of graduates. 

Confused about Diplomas and Graduation Rates?  
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AUTISM CORNER
 by Cyndi Smith, SBCSC Autism Consultant

Stress/Frustration and Anger Management

When students in the autism spectrum (ASD) feel frustrated or angry, they tend to express themselves in an all-out fashion.  It 
never occurs to them that there are gradations/levels of emotional expression.  Thus they do not choose a lower level of emotional 
expression for a lesser triggering event.  Nor do they realize that they can do things to bring their emotions down to a more 
manageable level.  As always, we need to find a way to explain these concepts in concrete terms using visual aids.  Jeanette McAfee 
in ”Navigating the Social World” and Kari Dunn Buron & Mitzi Curtis with “The Incredible 5 Point Scale” have written two books 
that do exactly that. 
     With good observations of the student with ASD and knowledge of calming techniques 
that work for the individual student, the adult will be able to design an individualized 
“Stress Thermometer”.  In the Stress Thermometer shown (McAfee), the behavioral 
symptoms of stress for this student were divided into 3 categories (high, medium, and 

low).  Calming techniques were developed for each 
level to help the student reduce stress.  It is important 
to talk about the scale when the student is calm. Role-
playing can be used to practice calming responses to 
specific situations that have caused the student to feel 
stress.  After many sessions of practicing calming 
responses in response to described situations that cause 
distress, the student may be ready to try a “real world” 
trial. Using the thermometer as a prompt in high stress 
situations should probably wait until the student has 
had success with the thermometer at the lower levels 
of stress. 
     Anger management can use a similar approach. 
With anger, the adult is writing words beside a 
thermometer or scale to describe the different levels 
of anger expression. Involve the student in deciding 
which words to use for the different levels of anger.  
In this example, weather words were used because that 
was the major interest of the student with autism.  The student can also color each section of 
the thermometer a different color to represent his/her anger level.  When developing the Anger 
Thermometer talk about the situations that elicit anger in the student, and then show the student 
what level of expression of anger is most appropriate for each situation.  Role-play.  Again calming 
strategies should be developed for each level of anger with the intent of teaching the individual 

what he/she can do to bring down their level of anger to a more manageable level.  Social stories may be used in conjunction with 
the Anger Thermometer 

NOTE: A Conference for and about Families of Children on The Autism Spectrum, June 16,2007 at Penn High School in 
Mishawaka.  Call Regional Autism Center at Logan for more details (289-4831).


