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The purpose of this study was to examine the role of the special educa-
tor within a response-to-intervention (RTI) framework and to examine 
what instructional behaviors special educators evidence most frequently 
in the advanced RTI tiers (i.e., tiers beyond tier 1). Specifically, these two 
issues were investigated with regard to: (a) proportion of the special edu-
cator’s time spent in the four key roles as defined by the literature (i.e., 
collaborator, interventionist, diagnostician, manager); (b) the behaviors 
special educators evidence most frequently within each role; (c) instruc-
tional practices that are used most frequently by special educators; and 
(d) instructional practices used by special educators that are aligned with 
effective instructional practices that have been identified in the empirical 
literature. Seven special educators participated in this study. Over 7000 
minutes of observational data were collected focusing on role components 
and instructional practices. Interviews were also conducted with all par-
ticipants.  Role component observational data showed that special educa-
tors are required to perform a wide array of tasks in various settings in 
collaboration with multiple professionals, students and parents. Instruc-
tion observational data showed that special educators are using their lim-
ited amount of instructional time in practices which produce the greatest 
effects, but there were little differences noted between instructional prac-
tices in the advanced tiers of instruction.   

Comprehensive school reform (CSR) encourages schools to focus on all 
aspects of their school’s operations when making improvements. Rather 

than implementing isolated programs that may or may not improve the academic 
performance of all students, schools engaged in CSR implement comprehensive 
school improvement models that provide methods and strategies for teaching, 
learning, and school management. One CSR model that has emerged in recent years 
is response-to-intervention (RTI), a multi-tiered intervention framework (Hoover, 
Baca, Wexler-Love, & Saenz, 2008). RTI functions as a multi-level prevention system 
to maximize student achievement and to reduce behavior problems (Jimerson, 
Burns, & VanderHeyer, 2007; National Center on Response to Intervention, 2010).  
RTI is a school wide process that integrates instruction, intervention, and assessment. 
There are numerous districts that either have or are adopting an RTI framework 
(Hoover, et al., 2008; Jimerson, et al., 2007; Vaughn et al., 2010). Recently, a survey of 
district administrators found that 61 percent had implemented an RTI educational 
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framework or were in the process of implementation of RTI throughout their districts. 
In respondent districts that had sufficient data to determine the impact of RTI, 76% 
indicated RTI has led to an improvement in Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) vs. 24% 
that indicated it has not led to an improvement in AYP (Samuels, 2011).  

In spite of these successes and large scale implementation efforts, there are 
several concerns that stakeholders have raised or areas that have been identified where 
more attention must be focused to ensure the success of RTI.  Among the issues to be 
addressed are (1) what is the role of the special educator in an RTI framework? and 
(2) what does instruction look like in the advanced tiers of RTI (that is, tiers beyond 
tier 1)? 	

Reschly (2003) presented a four tiered model of RTI and acknowledged that 
roles of teachers would have to change, but neglected to provide sufficient details as 
to exactly which personnel would have responsibilities for the various components 
of instruction and the model’s implementation. In 2007, the Council for Exceptional 
Children (CEC) addressed the impact that RTI implementation can potentially have 
on the role of the special educator. CEC proposed that special educators should have 
an integral role and a strong and clear identity in the RTI process. The organization 
further stated that general educators should be the primary interveners with special 
educators as members of problem solving teams in tiers 1 and 2. Conversely, special 
educators were seen as the primary interveners in tier 3 or the highest tier. Although 
the CEC takes a position on the “unique” role of the special educator in an RTI frame-
work, it provides no empirical evidence to support this position.

More recently, Simonsen et al. (2010) asserted that the role of special educa-
tors should be redefined as interventionists within a school wide model of instruc-
tional and behavioral supports to (a) support all students, and (b) effectively address 
the intent to provide a free appropriate public education in the least restrictive en-
vironment. Simonsen and colleagues go on to state that the success of a school wide 
RTI model requires the participation of special educators in and across all tiers of 
intervention and instruction (Simonsen et al., 2010) which, in turn, requires a shift 
in the special educators’ role from solely providing services to students with IEPs to 
providing services to all students who are struggling to achieve. Finally, Simonsen and 
colleagues believe that special educators can be “integrated seamlessly” into a school 
wide RTI model but they emphasize repeatedly the critical need for research to sub-
stantiate these roles and configurations. 

Finally, questions have been raised as to what exactly  constitutes instruc-
tion at the advanced tiers. Some RTI models have as few as two tiers of instruction; 
whereas,  others have as many as four tiers (D. Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, & Young, 2003). 
The nature of the academic intervention is to change at each tier, becoming more in-
tensive as students move across the tiers (D. Fuchs, Compton, Fuchs, Bryant, & Davis, 
2008). Ideally, increasing intensity is achieved by (a) using more teacher-mediated, 
systematic, and explicit instruction; (b) creating smaller and more homogeneous stu-
dent groupings; and/or (c) using teachers with greater expertise (L. S. Fuchs & Fuchs, 
2006). If the premise of having a tiered model is to provide instruction which inten-
sifies as students move across the tiers based upon student need then what should 
operationally define the specific instructional practices that constitute “intensity” at 
each tier? Studies have been conducted regarding the grouping of students (Little, 
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2009; Mellard & Johnson, 2008) and the instructional intensity and duration of in-
struction in different RTI tiers (Vaughn & Roberts, 2007), but specific studies have 
not been conducted regarding the specific instructional practices (e.g., modeling, 
questioning, feedback, monitoring) that constitute the instruction at the advanced 
tiers of RTI models.

Thus, the general purpose of this study was to examine the role of the special 
educator in an RTI framework. Specifically, the study was designed to first examine 
the overall role of the special educator and then to look specifically at the instruc-
tional practices that are used by special educators and in particular how those in-
structional practices differ in advanced tiers of instruction in an RTI model.

Participants & Setting

The teacher participants in this study all taught in the state of Kansas. Kan-
sas was selected because of the state’s long-standing commitment to a multi-tiered 
intervention system. Kansas’ Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) was one of 
the first state-wide RTI initiatives, and it continues to grow in its adoption and im-
plementation  throughout the state (Kansas State Department of Education, 2010). 
Because the meaning and practices referred to as RTI vary from a narrow viewpoint 
such as the identification of students with specific learning disabilities under IDEA 
(e.g., Donovan & Cross, 2002), to a broad view point as an educational change para-
digm or an inclusive school reform model (e.g., Shores & Chester, 2008) and since all 
models labeled RTI do not always embody the same purpose or practices, Kansas has 
intentionally chosen to call its model the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS). 
The MTSS approach provides a framework to create a single system that offers a 
continuum of multiple supports for all students. This approach aligns the Kansas 
MTSS framework with the broad educational reform movement of RTI (Kansas State 
Department of Education, 2010). 

Table 1 describes each school that participated in this study, in terms of en-
rollment, socio-economic status, and special education population. Each school met 
all standards for Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for the most recent three consecu-
tive school years. 

Table 1. School Descriptors

School Grade 
Levels

Total 
Enrollment

% of SPED 
Students

% of Free and  
Reduced-Price Lunch

1 PK-5 514 12.34 35.6

2 K-6 359 10.58 11.14

3 K-5 385 16.62 56.62

4 K-6 274 9.49 23.72

5 PK-6 359 7.52 45.4

6 K-6 533 8.26 79.92

7 K-6 366 4.37 4.64
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The participants in this study were seven special education teachers. The 
teacher participants were selected based upon the following criteria: (a) the teacher 
provided instruction in both the general education and  resource settings during the 
typical school day; (b) the teacher and principal confirmed MTSS implementation 
at their school as evidenced by school-wide screening for academic and behavior 
concerns, tiered academic and behavioral interventions, progress monitoring, and 
checks for intervention integrity; and (c) the teacher consented to participate in the 
study. Participants were five females and two males. The number of years of teaching 
experience varied slightly, with six of the participants ranging from 5-10 years and 
one participant having over 20 years of teaching experience. There was no minority 
representation; each teacher participant was Caucasian.

Design

This study was conducted in three phases, pre-observation, observation 
and post-observation. During the pre-observation phase, participants were selected. 
During the observation phase, each teacher was observed for three consecutive, full 
school days (i.e., five minutes before the first bell of the day until five minutes after 
the last bell of the day). During each observation day, the researcher focused on two 
aspects of the role of the special educators: what tasks their role consisted of and 
what instructional practices they used throughout their day. Two measurement in-
struments were used during the observation phase, the Role Observation Instrument 
and Instruction Observation Instrument. During the post-observation phase, the 
researcher conducted interviews with each participating teacher using the Teacher 
Post-Observation Protocol. The researcher also contacted teacher participants via 
phone to ask follow up questions as necessary.

Measures

There were two measurement instruments with which all the observation 
data were collected (Role Observation Instrument, Instruction Observation Instru-
ment). Other instruments (Initial Contact/Criteria Determination Instrument, Prin-
cipal and Teacher Interview Protocols) were used to pre-screen participants for the 
study and to validate data recorded during observations.

Role Observation Instrument
The development of the Role Observation Instrument was based on a com-

prehensive literature search of the empirical and prescriptive literature regarding the 
role of the special educator in an RTI framework. Beginning with ERIC, PsycINFO, 
and Dissertation Abstract International online databases, the following keyword 
search terms were used: special education and RTI; role of special educator; tasks of spe-
cial educator and tier three and special education. From this body of literature, seminal 
articles were identified and used for ancestral searches. 

Role specific tasks (e.g. completing paperwork, composing and sending 
email, implementing assessment etc.) were identified and for each task, a brief defi-
nition was written based upon the literature. A matrix was created which allowed 
the researcher to place the tasks into similar categories. Next, tasks were reviewed 
and evaluated by elementary-level special educators with more than 10 years’ teach-
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ing experience. The tasks were reviewed using a rubric to ensure that each task was 
appropriate and indeed a task that a special educator in an elementary setting may 
be engaged.  Finally, the instrument was field tested in two elementary schools in 
two different school districts to ensure that the instrument included all tasks a spe-
cial educator would be engaged in throughout the school day. Based on the results 
of these field tests, additional tasks were added because they occurred with consid-
erable frequency across teachers and settings during the pilot test. The final list of  
tasks was divided into four categories: Interventionist, Diagnostician, Collaborator, 
and Manager. 

The purpose of the Role Observation Instrument was to document each 
task the special education teachers engaged in throughout the school day. Observa-
tions began five minutes prior to the first bell at the beginning of the school day and 
ended five minutes after the final bell at the end of the school day. The observer used 
the Role Observation Instrument throughout the school day, continuously recording 
how the teacher spent his/her time. 

Instruction Observation Instrument
The purpose of this instrument was twofold: (a) to document the teacher’s 

instructional practices during the school day; and (b) to examine the instructional 
practices that took place during advanced tiers of RTI (i.e., any tier beyond Tier 1). 

The Instruction Observation Instrument was administered during all in-
structional activities, including activities occurring in (a) the general education class-
room, (b) a resource room or (c) other supplemental instructional settings. The in-
strument had three foci.  The first focus was to determine the proportion of engaged 
time spent in each of 20 types of instructional activities identified on the instruction 
observational instrument. These 20 types of instructional activities were grouped 
into the following categories: (a) modeling, (b) monitoring and questioning, (c) re-
view, (d) feedback, (e) reading, (f) formal assessment and (g) not engaged in instruc-
tion.  The second focus was to determine the learning arrangement of the classroom. 
Several types of learning arrangements are possible, ranging from whole-group in-
struction to independent work being completed by one student. The third focus was 
to determine what portion of each class period was spent in major transitions. Major 
transitions are those transitions that occur while the class moves between places, ac-
tivities, phases of a lesson, or lessons. 

Observations where the Instructional Observation instrument was used 
were conducted over a three-day time period with each teacher participant. The 
observer was trained on data collection procedures of momentary time sampling 
(MTS). MTS is an interval recording method. An interval recording method involves 
observing whether a behavior occurs or does not occur during specified time pe-
riods (Alvero, Struss, & Rappaport, 2007). Once the length of an observation ses-
sion is identified, the time is broken down into smaller intervals that are all equal 
in length. In this study, instructional time was separated into intervals that were  
30 seconds long.

In MTS, the observer looks up and records  the behavior which occurs at 
the very end of the given interval. A timer, such as an alarm on a handheld watch or a 
tape recording with a sound indicating the end of an interval, can be used to alert the 
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observer that it is time to look up, observe whether a behavior is occurring, and re-
cord the result on a data sheet. In this study, a stopwatch was set to continuously run 
30-second intervals, and the observer watched the timer to determine when to record 
a behavior on the data sheet. Data collection was conducted in real time using MTS 
beginning when the teacher began instruction and ending when the teacher stopped 
instruction. Data were collected during 30-second intervals in each of the three foci.

Inter-Observer Reliability
Initially, the researcher and another observer (i.e., a special education doc-

toral student with 10 years of public school teaching and administrative experience) 
obtained reliability using the Role Observation Instrument and Instruction Obser-
vation Instrument by reading and discussing the operational definitions written for 
each task and instructional practice included in each of the instruments. The re-
searcher and other observer also spent more than 20 hours watching videos of teach-
ers conducting instruction; finally, they spent three school days observing a special 
educator until reliability of 80% or better was established.

In order to establish inter-observer reliability, two observers present during 
the observation phase for at least 20% of total observation minutes. To determine 
inter-observer agreement, the two data collectors independently observed and scored 
22% of the time sample intervals. Inter-observer percent reliability agreement was 
calculated using the following formula: Percent Reliability = (Number of Agreements 
/Number of Agreements + Disagreements) X 100. Inter-observer agreement across 
all intervals was 98% reliability for the Role Observation Instrument and 95% for the 
Instruction Observation Instrument. 

Procedures

Pre-Observation Phase
First, the researcher contacted the director of special education for the state 

of Kansas and asked for a list of schools within the state that were implementing 
RTI. Ten school districts were nominated, seven district directors of special education 
responded and district approval was granted. Of the seven school districts where ap-
proval was granted, nine individual schools were identified by the district directors of 
special education. This nomination process served as the first opportunity to screen 
for RTI implementation.  A second screener for RTI implementation was a pre-ob-
servation interview with each principal where the Initial Contact/Criteria Determi-
nation document was used to get a better picture of RTI implementation. During 
that same interview, the principal of each school was asked to choose which special 
education teacher (if there was more than one in the school) that he/she would sug-
gest participate in the study, keeping in mind the following guidelines: (a) the teacher 
spends time during the school day in the general education classroom, (b) the teacher 
provides skill and or strategy instruction in the resource/pullout setting and (c) the 
teacher is willing to participate in the study. After the pre-observation interview with 
each principal and teachers were chosen for the study, a pre-observation interview 
was then conducted with each teacher to obtain a third source of information regard-
ing RTI implementation and a time was scheduled to visit the school to meet with 
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the special education teacher who would participate in the study. During the pre-
observation interview with the teacher the following occurred: (a) written informed 
consent was obtained from the teacher, (b) the researcher was oriented to the school’s 
physical layout, (c) a typical school day schedule was discussed, and (d) dates for 
formal observation were scheduled. 

Observation Phase
Each teacher participant was observed for three consecutive full school days 

(i.e., from five minutes before the first bell of the day until five minutes after the last 
bell of the day). Each observation day consisted of 350-450 minutes for a total of at 
least 1,000 observation minutes per teacher participant. During each observation day, 
the researcher recorded data using both the Role Observation Instrument and the 
Instruction Observation Instrument. 

Observations began five minutes before the first bell of the day. The re-
searcher identified the task the teacher was engaged in by choosing from a list of 
codes on the Role Observation Instrument. Once the task and corresponding code 
were identified, the timer was started and the start time was recorded; when the task 
was completed, the researcher stopped the timer and recorded the stop time along 
with the total time spent on that specific task. For each task, the researcher also re-
corded at which tier of intervention the task took place and if the students the teacher 
was working with had IEPs. If the task code was an instructional task, such as im-
plementing strategy instruction, re-teaching, co-teaching or assisting in the general 
education classroom the researcher used the Instruction Observation Instrument to 
collect additional observation data. 

Data collection for the Instruction Observation Instrument adhered to the 
following procedures. After the teacher began instruction, the researcher started the 
timer. After 30 seconds, the researcher marked the first observation with the appro-
priate code.  The observation was completed within 30 seconds, and the next obser-
vation began when the timer reached 0.  The Instruction Observation Instrument 
contained three categories of observation variables listed along the top row of the 
matrix (1-Learning Arrangement, 2-Transition Time, and 3-Instructional Activity).  
At each observation interval, the researcher made one mark in each category so that 
every row contained three marks.  

Post-Observation Phase
At the end of the school day on the third day of observation, a 45- to 60-min-

ute interview was conducted with each teacher participant. These interviews were 
conducted in person in a quiet, private location and were audio-recorded. 
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Data Analysis

The study employed both quantitative and qualitative methods.  A mixed-
method approach served to converge findings and extend the breadth of the inquiry 
(Creswell, 1994). Specifically, quantitative methods were employed to analyze obser-
vational and MTS data found on the Role Observation Instrument and Instruction 
Observation Instrument. Qualitative methodology was used because of its broad ap-
proach to understanding and explaining the meaning of social phenomenon in a 
naturalistic setting (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Merriam, 1998).  Data were collected 
from five sources in three phases. Table 2 provides an overview of the data collection 
methods. 

For the Role Observation Instrument, the data were analyzed in three phas-
es. First, data were analyzed to determine the percentage of time spent in the four role 
categories (i.e.,

Collaborator, Interventionist, Diagnostician, and Manager). Second, for 
each of the role categories, additional analysis was conducted to determine which 
tasks were included in each category. Lastly, data from each teacher for the four role 
components and tasks included in those components were disaggregated to reflect 
differences across all teachers.

For the Instruction Observation Instrument, the data were analyzed in three 
phases. First, data for all the teachers included in the study were compiled to deter-
mine the various instructional practices used by special educators and the frequency 
of their use. Second, for each, teacher data were analyzed to determine their indi-
vidual use of instructional practices and frequency of those instructional practices. 
Third, instructional practices data were analyzed in order to compare and contrast 
instructional practices in the advanced tiers of RTI implementation.

The interview data collected during this study were analyzed in the follow-
ing manner. First, interviews were recorded in transcripts of narrative data, and the 
transcripts were analyzed using the modified version of the Glaser and Strauss (1967; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1990) constant comparative method as recommended by Lincoln 
and Guba (1985) and Skrtic, Guba, and Knowlton (1985). It involves four operations: 
unitizing, categorizing, filling in patterns, and developing a narrative report (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994; Skrtic, et al., 1985). 

Unitizing is the process of identifying units of information, and categorizing 
is the process of organizing these units into sets of like and related information form-
ing an overall taxonomy of data. Both of these analytic processes were conducted 
manually by printing narrative data on 3-inch by 5-inch index cards, and then sorting 
and categorizing the cards. Each participant’s interview data were analyzed separately 
to maintain site-specific findings. Then, a cross-case analysis was performed to iden-
tify common themes across all seven research sites. 

Results

Key Role Component Findings
This study confirmed the role of the special educator as described in the 

professional literature as being comprised of four key components within an RTI 
framework (i.e., collaborator, interventionist, diagnostician, manager).  Figure 1 
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shows the combined role component data for the seven teacher participants. A total 
of 7,622 minutes of observation (i.e., 3 school days per teacher or 21 school days) was 
recorded. 

Figure 1. Key role components data, all teachers combined.

Across the seven teachers, the percentage of time spent in the Collaborator 
role component ranged from 17% to 37% (mean 26.3%, SD = 8.56). The percentage 
of time spent in the Interventionist role component ranged from 17% to 45% (mean 
27.57%, SD = 10.01%).  The percentage of time spent in the Diagnostician role com-
ponent ranged from 0% to 25% (mean 14.14%, SD = 11.78%). Teacher 3 and Teacher 
4 were not observed engaging in tasks that were a part of the Diagnostician role com-
ponent. The percentage of time spent in the Manager role component ranged from 
15% to 51% (mean 32%, SD = 11.87%). 

Manager role.  Within each role there were tasks that were identified and 
recorded, Table 3 illustrates the tasks with corresponding percentages that compro-
mised the Manager role. The Manager role component contained three major catego-
ries of tasks, doing paperwork and email, providing student transport (i.e., supervis-
ing students as they walk from general education to special education), and engaging 
in off-task behaviors (i.e., engaged in activities that are not job related). Consistently, 
all teachers were engaged in tasks that constituted paperwork and email more than 
50% of the total time observed within the Manager role component. Six of the seven 
teachers engaged in off-task behaviors less than a quarter of the total time observed 
in the Manager role, whereas Teacher 6 was not observed engaging in any off-task be-
haviors. Finally, all teachers were engaged in transporting students from the general 
education setting to the special education setting.

Teachers reported that between a quarter to half of their day was spent en-
gaged in tasks involving paperwork. Furthermore, teachers suggested that the pro-
portion of time spent in tasks involving paperwork would be higher if they did not 
take work home with them to complete at night. One teacher stated, “I think the 
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paperwork … that is huge … being the only [special education] teacher in the build-
ing … my situation (i.e., one person to complete all required paperwork) is a lot of 
missed instruction time … a lot.”

Table 3. Percentage of Time Spent in Manager Role Components Tasks

Tasks Within Manager Role Component Percentage of Time Spent

Doing Paperwork 53%

Conducting Meetings/Administrative Duties 13%

Providing Student Transport 10%

Doing Email 7%

Gathering Materials for Instruction 7%

		

Diagnostician role. The Diagnostician component of the special educators’ 
role was 13% of their total role. Illustrated in Table 4 are the tasks which were in-
cluded in the Diagnostician role.

Table 4. Percentage of Time Spent in Diagnostician Role Component Tasks

Tasks Within Diagnostician Role Component Percentage of 
Time Spent

Explaining/Discussing Assessment Results in RTI Team Meeting 24%

Explaining/Discussing Assessment Results in IEP Team Meeting 20%

Participating in Professional Development/Basic Skill Assessment 20%

Identifying Proper Accommodations/Modifications with Team 10%

Identifying Proper Level of Intervention with Team 8%

Participating in Professional Development/Functional Skill Assessment 6%

Implementing SPED Eligibility Test 6%

Implementing Basic Skills Assessment 5%

Implementing Functional Skills Assessment 1%

Tasks included in the Diagnostician role component can be categorized 
into the following: (a) implementing assessment; (b) explaining/discussing assess-
ment; and (c) learning assessments. Among the five teachers who were observed in 
tasks within the Diagnostician role component, several differences were noted. First, 
Teacher 2 and Teacher 7 did not implement assessments at all during this observation; 
conversely, Teacher 1 was only observed implementing assessments. Second, Teacher 
2, Teacher 5, Teacher 6, and Teacher 7 were observed engaged for a large proportion 
of their time in tasks within the Diagnostician role that required explaining and dis-
cussing the results of assessments. Finally, Teacher 1, Teacher 2, and Teacher 6 were 
not observed in tasks in which they were learning to implement assessments. Teacher 
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7 was observed engaged in tasks where she was learning to implement an assessment 
more than a quarter of the total time observed within the Diagnostician role, whereas 
Teacher 5 was observed engaged in tasks related to learning to implement assessment 
more than half of the total time observed in the Diagnostician role. 

Interview data pertaining to the Diagnostician role component were impor-
tant for understanding observational outcomes for this component because of the 
low likelihood of the researcher observing tasks within this component during the 
limited amount of time spent on observations. All teachers reported that school-wide 
use of computer-based data tracking systems such as Dynamic Indicators of Basic 
Early Literacy Skills (DIEBELS) (Good & Kaminski, 2002) and AIMSweb (AIMSweb, 
2010) helped not only in keeping track of data but with instructional decision mak-
ing. A few teachers reported that they kept large notebooks of student data or in one 
case a Wiki page was used to share data school wide. 

Additionally, most teachers commented on the fact that the school district 
had adopted a treatment protocol that included a prescriptive list of interventions to 
be used when needed. One teacher stated, “We have that list of interventions (district 
mandated), and then I typically look at where the student’s needs are … Our build-
ing is unique in that we have Corrective Reading that was just a program that we 
really thought we needed because we were having so many older non-readers who 
didn’t have the basic phonics …” However, one teacher who did not have access to 
evidence-based interventions, and thus was not observed using any evidence-based 
interventions. No discrepancies were found between what the researcher observed 
and what the teachers reported during interviews about their knowledge and use of 
evidence-based interventions.

Also during interviews, the teachers were asked questions about their knowl-
edge and implementation of assessments. Their responses to these questions can be 
divided into two categories: Those who conducted formal special education eligibility 
assessments and those who did not. Three teachers reported using achievement and 
IQ tests for special education eligibility, and of those teachers only one actually con-
ducted those assessments. The school psychologist was the person who conducted the 
assessments in the other two cases. The remaining four teachers reported only the use 
of curriculum-based measures for special education eligibility. One teacher stated, “I 
have heard of it, but I have never actually seen one …” when asked about conducting 

achievement tests such as the Woodcock Johnson III for special education eligibility. 
Collaborator role. The Collaborator component of the special educators’ 

role was 27% of their total role. Illustrated in table 5 are the tasks which were included 
in the Collaborator role.
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Table 5. Percentage of Time Spent in Collaborator Role Component Tasks

Tasks Within Collaborator Role Component Percentage 
of Time in 

Specific Task

Assisting in Classroom 23%

Consulting with Students/IEP 20%

Consulting with Students/Behavior 15%

Consulting with Paraprofessional/Student 10%

Consulting with Related Service Providers 9%

Scheduling and Managing Paraprofessional 7%

Providing Support to General Educators/Special Education Characteristics 6%

Providing Support to General Educators/Accommodations 5%

Communicating with Parents/IEP 3%

Providing Support to General Educators/Assessment and/or Intervention 1%

Providing Support to General Educators/ Pedagogy 1%

Planning with General Educators .4%

As shown previously, the proportion of time spent within the Collaborator 
role did not vary greatly from teacher to teacher. Nevertheless, the tasks in which the 
special educators were engaged within the Collaborator role showed large areas of 
variance, in particular, with whom the teachers were collaborating. Teacher 1, Teacher 
3, and Teacher 7 spent a proportion of their time in the general education classroom 
while the remaining four teachers were not observed in the general education class-
room, these remaining four teachers (i.e., Teacher 2, Teacher 4, Teacher 5, and Teacher 
6) were engaged in tasks that required collaboration with students, parents, parapro-
fessional, and related service providers. Teacher 1 (52%) and Teacher 2 (37%) used a 
significant proportion of their time within the Collaborator role collaborating with 
paraprofessionals, Teacher 4 (19%), Teacher 5 (21%), and Teacher 6 (25%) used a 
moderate proportion of time collaborating with paraprofessionals, whereas Teacher 
3 was not observed collaborating with paraprofessionals.

All the teacher participants reported the following as ways in which they 
collaborate with general educators in their building: (a) participating in grade-level 
team meetings; (b) emailing; and (c) engaging in informal communication (i.e., dis-
cussions while passing in the hall, lunch room conversation). Only two of the seven 
teachers referred to co-teaching with general educators as a way that they engage in 
collaboration. These teachers reported their role during co-teaching to be one of sup-
port to the general educator during whole-group instruction. During small-group 
instruction, teachers in this study would take students with IEPs to a different loca-
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tion and conduct instruction. When asked if they felt accepted by general educators, 
teachers responded favorably that, in fact, they felt a part of the team. However, one 
teacher felt the opposite; she stated “… they are wonderful teachers, but I see that 
line in the sand and I said ‘Ok’ and came back to my side. I am still waiting, kind of 
standing there … but at this point, it is definitely, it is two different things (i.e., spe-
cial education and general education). It is two different islands.” Responses regard-
ing collaboration from all teacher participants corroborate findings from researcher 
observations. 

Interventionist role. The Interventionist component of the special educa-
tors’ role was 27% of their total role. Table 6 shows the tasks which were included in 
the Interventionist role. These tasks were examined further and specific instructional 
practices were identified. These instructional practices will be explained further.

Table 6. Percentage of Time Spent in Interventionist Role Component Tasks

Tasks Within Interventionist Role Component Percentage of Time 

Spent

Using Evidence-Based Practices 42%

Providing Intensive Instruction 29%

Providing Supplemental Instruction 24%

Doing Ongoing Progress Monitoring 5%

Teacher 2 (63%), Teacher 5 (66%), and Teacher 6 (88%) were observed 
engaging in instruction that used evidence-based interventions a significant pro-
portion of their time, which was recorded in the Interventionist role component. 
Teacher 4 (24%) and Teacher 7 (18%) engaged in instruction that used evidence-
based interventions a moderate proportion of time within the Interventionist role, 
whereas Teacher 1 and Teacher 3 were not observed engaging in instruction that uti-
lized evidence-based interventions. Also of note, Teacher 3, Teacher 5, and Teach-
er 6 were not observed engaging in ongoing progress monitoring. The remaining 
four teachers were engaged in ongoing progress monitoring less than a quarter of 
their total instructional time: Teacher 1 (7%), Teacher 2 (10%), Teacher 4 (5%) and  
Teacher 7 (16%).

Instructional Practices Findings
When teachers were engaged in instruction they were observed using the 

Instructional Observation Instrument and the types of instructional practices they 
used were recorded. The findings from this part of the study will be reported us-
ing the same methodology as Hattie (2009) in a synthesis of more than 800 meta-
analyses of instructional practices. Cautioning against labeling effect sizes as small, 
medium, and large, Hattie explained that some variables that show small effect sizes 
may, indeed, be important. He used the following example from the medical field: 



Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal 10(2), 53-74, 2012

67

Rosenthal and DiMatteo (2001) demonstrated that the effect size 
of taking low does aspirin in preventing a heart attack was d = 0.07, 
indicating that less than one-eighth of one percent of the variance 
in heart attacks was accounted for by using aspirin. Although the 
effect size is small, this translates into the conclusion that 34 out of 
every 1,000 people would be saved from a heart attack if they used 
low does aspirin on a regular basis. (p. 9)
Hattie concluded that the effect size of 0.40 sets a level where effects enhance 

achievement in such a way that real-world differences are noted. He refers to this as 
the hinge-point or h-point. Furthermore, he states that all the influences above the 
h-point (d = 0.40) have the greatest effects on student achievement and those below 
the h-point have typical effects or reflect accomplishment that would be realized in a 
typical year of schooling. In this study, for data analysis and report of findings, Hat-
tie’s h-point was used as a division between instructional practices which have great-
est effects and those with typical effects.

The teacher participants in this study engaged in tasks related to instruction 
for a total of 2,826 total minutes out of 7,622 minutes of total observation. Thus, 
only 19% percent of the teachers’ time was spent in some phase of instruction.  Of 
those minutes, 77.63% of the instructional time was spent in instructional practices 
with greatest effects in student achievement. Tasks included: (a) feedback (11.93%) 
(i.e., simple and elaborated teacher feedback); (b) exposure to reading (11.38%) 
(i.e., reading aloud or silently by the teacher or student); (c) manipulate/general-
ize (10.21%) (i.e., using a previously taught skill/strategy or content knowledge ap-
plied to a situation other than where it was learned); (d) fact/concept review (9.29%) 
(i.e., teacher reviews previously learned fact or concept); (e) give directions (8.95%); 
(f) on-going assessment (8.20%) (i.e., progress monitoring, tests, quizzes); (g) skill/
strategy review (6.67%) (e.g., teacher reviews previously learned skill/strategy by re-
viewing steps); (h) modeling (4.53%) (i.e., teacher implicit model by demonstration 
only and teacher explicit model by demonstration and explanation); (i) questioning 
(3.24%); (j) video (1.96%); (k) listening (1.06%) (i.e., teacher listening to students 
verbalization of content); (l) graphic devices (0.07%) (i.e., graphic organizers); and 
(m) describe skill/strategy (0.04%) (i.e., teacher presents new strategy information).  

The remaining 22.37% of the teachers’ instructional time was spent engag-
ing in instructional practices that produce typical effects in student achievement. 
These tasks included physical observation (11.08%), teachers not engaged in instruc-
tion (9.24%) (i.e., off-task), and lecture (2.05%) (i.e., teacher presenting new material 
by simply talking at the students). 

Across the seven teachers, the percentage of time spent engaging in instruc-
tional practices that produce the greatest effects in student achievement varied as 
illustrated in figure 2.

Instructional practices, differences across advanced tiers. Table 7 shows a 
comparison between the proportions of time teachers spent engaging in instructional 
practices that produce the greatest effects and those that produce typical effects in 
Tier 2 vs. Tier 3 of an RTI model. None of the teacher participants conducted instruc-
tion in Tier 1 of an RTI model and only four of the seven teachers conducted instruc-
tion in Tier 2. All of the teachers conducted instruction in Tier 3. In Tier 2, teachers 
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engaged in physical observation almost four times more than they did in Tier 3. In 
Tier 3, teachers engaged almost twice as much in ongoing progress monitoring, six 
times more in skill/strategy review, and almost one third more time not engaged in 
instruction than in Tier 2.

Figure 2. Instructional Practices, Greatest Effects versus Typical Effects

During the post-observation interview, each teacher was asked, “What do 
you feel are your instructional strengths?”  This question was posed in order to check 
discrepancies between what the teachers in the study said in interviews and what they 
actually did during observations. Only the answers of two teachers included actual 
instructional practices even when redirected and prompted by the researcher. This is 
illustrated in the exchange below:

	 Researcher: What do you feel are your instructional strengths? For ex-
ample, modeling, questioning, giving feedback…

	 Teacher: I don’t think I am really strong at anything (laughs) … this is 
difficult to …

	 Researcher: Well, how about if you could pick one that you do a lot …

	 Teacher: Organized and being focused?

	 Researcher: Being focused? (Clarifying question)

	 Teacher: Yes, really trying to narrow where we are going with it (instruc-
tion) … and trying to organize the way to get there (achievement) ...  
and try to work more preventive …
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 Other teachers simply listed their positive attributes (i.e., caring, make 
students feel safe) when asked about instructional practices. Of equal interest, both 
teachers who responded to this question with an actual instructional practice men-
tioned giving feedback. Both teachers commented on how they were trying to im-
prove the quality of their feedback from simple feedback such as “good job” to more 
specific feedback for each student. 

Also during the post-observation interview, every teacher was asked, “How 
does instruction differ in Tier 2 and Tier 3?”  Four of the seven teachers referred to the 
amount of instructional time the students received as a way to differentiate instruc-
tion. For example, one teacher responded “… Tier 2 is strategic intervention and that 
is 30 extra minutes and tier 3 is intensive so that is 60 extra minutes … so it [tier 3] is 
kind of an extension of that first 30 minutes [tier 2] …”  One teacher suggested that 
the only difference between tier 2 and tier 3 instruction was more progress monitor-
ing was done in tier 3. Another stated that she “… doesn’t look at it according to 
tiers but tries to get a sense of what each student’s needs are …” Yet another teacher 
responded that she was confused about tier 3, “Tier 3 to me, constantly changes,” con-
fiding that the distinction between tier 2 and tier 3 was hard for her to understand. 

Conclusions

The results of this study show that special educators working within schools 
that are implementing an RTI model are being utilized in various roles and behav-
ioral tasks that are in alignment with what the literature says about the role of the 
special educator in an RTI model. Several conclusions can be drawn from the results 
of this study. First, special educators were found to spend over a third of their total 
time engaged in managerial tasks such as paperwork and emails. Of their time spent 
in managerial tasks 55% of time was spent completing paperwork which amounts to 
about 17% of their total time spent as special educators. This is equal to about one 
day per week spent completing paperwork. This was not surprising. Special educators 
are known to have a substantial amount of responsibilities that include a large “pa-
perwork” component (Mainzer, Deshler, Coleman, Kozleski, & Rodriguez-Walling, 
2003; Wasburn-Moses, 2005; Werts, Lambert, & Carpenter, 2009). 

Second, special educators spent about a fourth of their time in the role of 
Collaborator but the specific tasks they engaged in that constituted collaboration 
varied. Three of the seven teachers spent a proportion of their time in the general 
education classroom while the remaining four teachers were not observed in the gen-
eral education classroom at all. The teachers who collaborated with general educa-
tors shared responsibility with general educators in each tier of instruction within 
RTI. The four teachers who did not collaborate with general educators saw their role 
as only providing services in tier 3 where collaboration was required with students, 
parents, paraprofessional and related service providers. Additionally, collaboration 
with paraprofessionals constituted a significant proportion of time spent in the Col-
laborator role by all but one of the teachers in this study. Teachers were responsible 
for the management and scheduling of as few as two paraprofessionals to as many as 
eight. All teachers reported that this was a daily struggle and constituted a significant 
proportion of their time.



Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal 10(2), 53-74, 2012

71

Third, in as much as the special educators in this study were working within 
RTI models, the way in which students with disabilities were identified differed from 
traditional methods. Four of the seven teachers did not administer achievement or 
IQ tests to make special education eligibility decisions but instead they were respon-
sible for gathering and analyzing curriculum based measures to identify students 
with needs. Two of the three teachers that were still using achievement and IQ tests, 
expressed that the longer their school implemented RTI and the more experienced 
they became with curriculum based measures the less their role would require them 
to use the traditional methods of identification.

Fourth, only one quarter of the special educators’ time was spent engaged in 
tasks related to instruction. Out of that fourth, three fourths of the instructional time 
was spent engaging in instructional practices which produced the greatest effects 
(Hattie, 2009). This means that only 19% of their total role was spent in instructional 
practices that previous research has shown to yield the greatest effects. Again this is 
equivalent to approximately one day per week being devoted to effective instructional 
practices.

Finally, instruction in tiers 2 and 3 were found to be generally the same with 
the exception of the occurrence of the special educator engaged in physical observa-
tion substantially more in tier 2 than tier 3. This occurrence can be explained by the 
fact that those teachers who were engaged in Tier 2 instruction were being used in the 
general education classroom by the general educator to conduct physical observation 
of students during the general educators’ delivery of instruction.

Limitations

Several limitations apply to this study. First, the number of participants and 
minutes of observation was limited. Although there were 7622 minutes of observa-
tion conducted during this study, this study was restricted by the number of partici-
pants and observation hours.

Additionally, the participants were all situated in schools which were nomi-
nated as being exemplary in their implementation of RTI. All seven teacher partici-
pants taught in the state of Kansas and had received not only high quality profession-
al development to help them implement RTI at their school but they each received 
one-on-one peer coaching from a RTI specialist from the state of Kansas to support 
them in performing their role within an RTI framework.

To address these limitations, future observational studies must be conduct-
ed over longer periods of time at different points during the school year and must 
include larger numbers of participants with a variety of experience and skill sets.  
Additionally, similar data need to be collected in middle and high school settings. 
Teachers to be included in future studies should be those who are both experts at 
RTI implementation and those who are struggling with implementation. To aid in 
the understanding of the role of the special educator regardless of the presence of an 
RTI model, research must seek to compare and contrast both special educators who 
are and those who are not functioning within an RTI model. This research could then 
be used to explain aspects of the special educators’ roles which are specific to RTI 
implementation and those aspects that are specific to the role of the special educator 
in general.
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Additionally, future research should focus on linking student achievement 
to the teacher participants’ instructional practices. Researchers should create mea-
sures of student achievement so as to take into account and analyze existing measures 
of student achievement. Research focused on connecting individual teacher instruc-
tional practices with student achievement and more specifically connecting instruc-
tional practices that take place in the advanced tiers of RTI with student achieve-
ment would be essential information for guiding the future refinement and evolution 
of the role and instructional practices of special educators functioning within an  
RTI system.

Implications for Education

In order for the results of this study to effectively be put into practice, four 
issues need to be considered: (a) ensuring that there are clear role definitions for all 
stakeholders when implementing an RTI school reform model; (b) preparing future 
special educators to be effective time managers; (c) preparing future special educators 
to be effective managers of paraprofessionals; and (d) defining, modeling, and pro-
viding practice and feedback opportunities on high effect size instructional variables.  

Because RTI, when implemented as a school reform model, requires par-
ticipation by all stakeholders (i.e., general educators, special educators, principals, 
district administrators), it is imperative that all roles and responsibilities be clearly 
defined and communicated. Both general educators and special educators possess 
certain knowledge and skills that the other does not and their specific role within 
RTI should reflect their expertise. Principals and district administrators are integral 
to ensuring that each teacher is functioning in an effective and efficient manner that 
compliments the RTI model that is being implemented. Finally, special educators’ 
roles will change with RTI implementation (e.g., special educators’ use of curriculum 
based measures for special education eligibility determination) and ensuring that all 
stakeholders understand these changes and responds to them in a sufficient manner 
is crucial.

The results from this study suggest that there are several areas of focus for 
future special educators. One such area is related to the management and scheduling 
of paraprofessionals. This issue needs to be addressed by pre-service educators so 
that future special educators are aware of this job responsibility and have adequate 
skills and strategies so that they are effective managers of paraprofessionals. Addi-
tionally, pre-service educators should address time management skills with future 
special educators. The results from this study show that special educators are required 
to perform a variety of tasks in a variety of different settings. Without the skills to 
manage time effectively special educators will not be able to function in the various 
roles required of them. Furthermore, effective time management could help address 
the issue of limited time (19%) spent in instruction with greatest effects evidenced 
by teachers in this study.

Finally, the interview data and observational data from this study showed 
that special educators are not certain what instruction should consist of in tier 2 and 
tier 3 of RTI. During interviews with the teacher participants several teachers sug-
gested that they were confused on the differences between instruction in tier 2 and 
tier 3. Observations confirmed that there were very little difference in instructional 
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practices implemented during Tier 2 and Tier 3. Distinctions between instruction in 
tier 2 and tier 3 should be clearly defined. Special educators that are currently imple-
menting RTI would benefit from these distinctions. At the same time future special 
educators would benefit if they are informed about RTI not only about instruction in 
the advanced tiers but about the construct of RTI as a school reform model. 
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