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Now that the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004) has been reautho-
rized, states have the option of discontinuing the use
of IQ–achievement discrepancy formulas and using
Response to Intervention (RTI) criteria as part of the
special education identification process. This change
has dramatic implications for culturally and linguis-
tically diverse students who historically have been
disproportionately overrepresented in special educa-
tion programs (Artiles, Trent, & Palmer, 2004;
Donovan & Cross, 2002; Heller, Holtzman, &
Messick, 1982). RTI models hold promise for pre-
venting academic failure by providing support for
culturally and linguistically diverse students before
they underachieve (Donovan & Cross; Vaughn &
Fuchs, 2003). By offering quality literacy instruction
in a supportive general education environment, we
hope to decrease the number of students who are in-
appropriately referred to and placed in special educa-
tion.

Although RTI models may be implemented in
various ways (see Fuchs & Fuchs in this issue), and
differ in the number of levels of support provided,
the overall framework of the model remains the
same. Generally, the first tier is considered quality
instruction and ongoing progress monitoring within
the general education classroom. The second tier is

characterized by the provision of intensive interven-
tion support for students who have not met expected
benchmarks (i.e., who have not made adequate
progress in the core program, as assessed using
progress monitoring measures such as the Dynamic
Indicator of Basic Early Literacy Skills, or DIBELS;
Good & Kaminski, 2002). When students do not
adequately respond to the second tier of interven-
tion, they qualify either for special education or for
an evaluation for possible placement in special edu-
cation (Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, & Young, 2003).

Fundamental to the notion of the RTI model
is that instructional practices or interventions at each
level should be based on scientific evidence about
what works. However, we would add that it is essen-
tial to find out what works with whom, by whom,
and in what contexts (Cunningham & Fitzgerald,
1996). We ask, What should the first tier look like
for culturally diverse students? For English-language
learners? For students living in high-poverty areas?
What should the second tier look like? Should it be
the same for all? If not, how should it vary, and how
should this be determined? How can we make sure
that the instruction is in fact responsive to children’s
needs? What should be the time period between dis-
covering that the instruction is not responsive to
children’s needs and developing a new instructional
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plan? Who should monitor what happens in this
transition period? These are important questions to
consider as we move forward with RTI models.

Our position is that we must ensure that chil-
dren have received culturally responsive, appropriate,
quality instruction that is evidence based, but in or-
der to be deemed appropriate, quality instruction,
and evidence based it should be validated with stu-
dents like those with whom it was applied. As with
earlier identification criteria, this model must be
based on students having received an adequate op-
portunity to learn. This concept of adequate oppor-
tunity to learn is a fundamental aspect of the
definition of learning disabilities as part of its exclu-
sionary clause: When children have not had suffi-
cient opportunity to learn, the determination cannot
be made that they have a learning disability. 

Our perspectives on culturally
responsive literacy instruction

What does it mean to provide culturally re-
sponsive literacy instruction? Moje and Hinchman
(2004) noted, “All practice needs to be culturally re-
sponsive in order to be best practice” (italics added,
p. 321). We wholeheartedly agree. This view is espe-
cially relevant when considering that culture is in-
volved in all learning (Cole, 1998; Rogoff, 2003).
Culture is not a static set of characteristics located
within individuals but is fluid and complex
(Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). Thus, culturally respon-
sive teachers make connections with their students as
individuals while understanding the sociocultural-
historical contexts that influence their interactions. 

Culturally responsive literacy instruction in-
cludes the skills deemed necessary for acquiring the
ability to read (Delpit, 1995; National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development [NICHD],
2000; Reyes, 1992; Snow, 2002) and  frequent op-
portunities to practice reading with a variety of rich
materials in meaningful contexts (Pressley, 2001).
But it goes beyond these basic components. In con-
ceptualizing culturally responsive literacy instruc-
tion, we draw upon Wiley’s (1996) framework that
includes accommodation, incorporation, and adap-
tation. These three courses of action are specific ways
in which researchers have suggested working with
students and families. Accommodation requires teach-
ers, supervisors, personnel officers, and gatekeepers
to have a better understanding of the communicative
styles and literacy practices among their students and
to account for these in their instruction (Wiley).

Supporters of accommodation argue that “literacy
learning begins in the home, not the school, and that
instruction should build on the foundation for liter-
acy learning established in the home” (Au, 1993, p.
35). Several qualitative studies have shown that, even
in conditions of extreme poverty, homes can be rich
in print and family members can engage in literacy
activities of many kinds on a daily basis (Anderson
& Stokes, 1984; Heath, 1983; Purcell-Gates, 1996;
Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Teale, 1986).

Incorporation requires researchers to study com-
munity practices that have not been valued previous-
ly by schools and incorporate them with the
curriculum. It also means surrendering a privileged
position and acknowledging that much can be
learned from other ethnic groups (Wiley, 1996).
Incorporation has been well supported in the re-
search community. Promoters of this perspective em-
phasize that “teachers and parents need to
understand the way each defines, values, and uses lit-
eracy as part of cultural practices. Such mutual un-
derstanding offers the potential for schooling to be
adjusted to meet the needs of families” (Cairney,
1997, p. 70). Advocates stress that “as educators we
must not assume that we can only teach the families
how to do school, but that we can learn valuable
lessons by coming to know the families, and by tak-
ing the time to establish the social relationships nec-
essary to create personal links between households
and classrooms” (Moll, 1999, p. xiii). It is important
to build on communities’ “funds of knowledge”
(Moll & González, 1994) as well as families’ stories
(Edwards, Pleasants, & Franklin, 1999).

Adaptation involves the expectation that chil-
dren and adults must acculturate or learn to match
or measure up to the norms of those who control the
schools, institutions, and workplace (Wiley, 1996).
This process must be additive rather than subtractive.
It is within this final area that many controversies
and conflicts emerge concerning how families should
be involved in their children’s literacy development
and what they need to know to be effective partners
(Darling & Hayes, 1990; Edwards, 1993; Handel,
1992; Winter & Rouse, 1990). Supporters of this
course of action claim that culturally and linguistical-
ly diverse parents, parents living in poverty, and im-
migrant parents want to give their children linguistic,
social, and cultural capital to deal in the marketplace
of schools, but are unsure how to go about doing this
(Gallimore, Weisner, Kaufman, & Bernheimer,
1989; Super & Harkness, 1986). It is schools’ re-
sponsibility to make sure parents are assisted in their
efforts to help their children acquire new forms of
capital. “When schools fail to provide parents with



factual, empowering information and strategies for
supporting their child’s learning, the parents are even
more likely to feel ambivalence as educators [of their
own children]” (Clark, 1988, p. 95).

These three courses of action provide a frame-
work for moving closer to leveling the educational
playing field for African American, Hispanic, and
other culturally and linguistically diverse students in
the United States. We believe they also can be used
as a backdrop for helping us think about culturally
responsive literacy instruction. It is not enough to
implement isolated evidence-based interventions.
Central to our approach is the belief that instruc-
tional methods do not work or fail as decontextual-
ized generic practices, but only in relation to the
sociocultural contexts in which they are implement-
ed (Artiles, 2002; Gee, 1999, 2001; Ruiz, 1998).
These perspectives form the foundation for how we
are thinking about culturally responsive RTI models. 

Instructional practices/
interventions: What counts as
evidence?

What does it mean when we say a practice is
evidence based? What criteria are applied?
Numerous debates have focused on this issue (see
Eisenhart & Towne, 2003; Pressley, 2002). We value
results from carefully designed experimental and
quasi-experimental research studies, but we also be-
lieve that much can and should be learned through
qualitative and mixed methods approaches that an-
swer questions about complex phenomena (Hilliard,
1992; Pugach, 2001). Whereas quasi-experimental
and experimental approaches can point to which in-
structional approaches are most effective in a general
sense, they do not provide information that can help
us understand essential contextual variables that con-
tribute to the effectiveness of an approach, or in-
crease our awareness of implementation challenges,
or provide information about the circumstances un-
der which and with whom a practice is most likely to
be successful (Klingner, Sorrells, & Barrera, in press;
Shavelson & Towne, 2002). Like Gee (2000), we
promote “a broader view of both what constitutes
empirical research and what sorts of empirical evi-
dence are relevant to complex issues that integrally
involve culture, social interaction, institutions, and
cognition” (p. 126). This is particularly important as
we move to RTI models.

Much can be learned, for example, by observing
in schools and classrooms where culturally and lin-
guistically diverse students excel as readers (Graves,
Gersten, & Haager, 2004; Pressley, Allington,
Wharton-McDonald, Block, & Morrow, 2001;
Pressley, Wharton-McDonald et al., 2001; Taylor,
Pearson, Clark, and Walpole; 2000).Taylor et al. con-
ducted observations in 14 schools across the United
States with high proportions of students living in
poverty and found numerous characteristics that cut
across the most effective schools. For instance, schools
in which students did well included a balance between
skills and holistic instruction (e.g., reading complete
texts, composition writing), and greater student en-
gagement (i.e., students spent more time productively
reading and writing). Pressley and colleagues (Pressley,
Allington et al., 2001; Pressley, Wharton-McDonald
et al., 2001) achieved comparable results in their ob-
servations of exemplary first-grade classrooms. They
noted that teachers ensured students were involved in
tasks matched to their competency level, and that they
accelerated demands as students’ competencies im-
proved. Teachers also encouraged students to regulate
and monitor their own learning. Similarly, Graves et
al. (2004) observed in first-grade classrooms that in-
cluded English-language learners and found that the
most effective teachers had sophisticated knowledge of
reading instruction as well as second-language instruc-
tion. They were able to draw on the prior knowledge
of struggling readers, make connections with what
they already knew, and emphasize explicit instruction
in word identification, phonological awareness, and
vocabulary instruction. In addition, they provided
structured opportunities to practice English. Teachers
provided supportive learning environments in which
students were highly engaged. 

Evidence-based interventions:
What works with whom, by
whom, and in what contexts?

It is essential to find out what works with
whom, by whom, and in what contexts. In other
words, we are concerned with issues of population va-
lidity and ecological validity (Bracht & Glass, 1968). 

With whom? Insufficient information
about participants

To decide if a practice is appropriate for imple-
mentation as part of an RTI model, it should be vali-
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dated with students like those with whom it will be
applied. As noted by Pressley, “Experiments should
include students who are the intended targets of the
instruction being evaluated” (2003, p. 68). Not
meeting this criterion is a fundamental limitation of
almost all instructional research in education.
Researchers typically provide inadequate information
about participants in their reports, making it hard to
determine if a practice should be considered appro-
priate (Artiles, Trent, & Kuan, 1997; Donovan &
Cross, 2002; Gersten, Vaughn, Deshler, & Schiller,
1997; Simmerman & Swanson, 2001; Troia, 1999).
For this reason, we are cautious in interpreting re-
search findings when applied to culturally and lin-
guistically diverse students. Research reports should
include information about the language proficiency,
ethnicity, life experiences (e.g., socioeconomic, spe-
cific family background, immigration status), and
other characteristics of participants (Bos & Fletcher,
1997; Keogh, Gallimore, & Weisner, 1997).
Furthermore, data should be disaggregated to show
how interventions might differentially affect students
from diverse backgrounds. 

A related concern is that culturally and linguis-
tically diverse students, particularly English-language
learners, are often omitted from participant samples
because of their limited English proficiency. Yet lan-
guage dominance and proficiency are important re-
search variables and can affect treatment outcomes
(Ortiz, 1997). That practice limits the external valid-
ity and applicability of such studies, especially for
teachers who have culturally and linguistically di-
verse students in their classes. Although English-
language learners do not participate in many studies,
research findings generally are touted as applying
widely across student populations. For instance, the
National Reading Panel report “did not address is-
sues relevant to second language learning” (NICHD,
2000, p. 3), yet the report’s conclusions are com-
monly cited as support for Reading First initiatives
for all students. 

By whom? Looking in classrooms
Ongoing analyses of general education class-

rooms should be an essential component of RTI
models. When children are struggling, school per-
sonnel should first consider the possibility that they
are not receiving adequate instruction before it is as-
sumed they are not responding because they have
deficits of some kind (Harry & Klingner, 2006).
Variations in classroom instruction are to be expect-
ed, based on differences across teachers, curricula,
and the wider school context. 

The idea of looking in classrooms certainly is
not new (Good & Brophy, 2002). Yet it would seem
that it is an often forgotten step when considering
why students may be struggling to achieve. In their
investigation of the special education referral process
in high-need schools, Harry and Klingner (2006)
found that the classroom context was rarely consid-
ered when making referral or eligibility decisions.
Rather, school personnel seemed quick to attribute a
child’s struggles to internal deficits or the home
environment. 

We are not the first to suggest that an analysis
of classroom instruction should be an integral part of
RTI models. Fuchs et al. (2003), Grimes and Kurns
(2003), Vaughn and Fuchs (2003), and Vellutino,
Scanlon, Small, Fanuele, and Sweeny (in press) all
included an analysis of classroom instruction in their
models. However, we do assert that, as the field con-
siders how RTI models should be implemented, not
enough attention has focused on the role of class-
room teachers. By looking in classrooms, we can tell
a great deal about teachers’ instruction, the activity,
and the ways teachers and students interact. What
do we notice about the nature of the relationship be-
tween a teacher and students? How are students sup-
ported? How does the teacher promote interest and
motivation? With so much variability in teachers’
knowledge, skills, and dispositions, it is unrealistic to
assume that all teachers will be able to implement in-
terventions in such a way that we can have confi-
dence they are providing students with an adequate
opportunity to learn. 

In what contexts? Looking in schools
We believe it is essential to examine school con-

texts when implementing RTI models. Are there cul-
turally diverse children in some schools who respond
favorably to an intervention and comparable cultural-
ly diverse children in another school who do not re-
spond as well? Richardson and Colfer (1990) noted
that a student’s school failure is quite fluid, meaning
that a student can be considered at risk at one time
and not at another, and in one class but not in anoth-
er. Thus, there may be important variation across
schools that affect the academic success of culturally
diverse students. We know that variations in program
implementation and effectiveness across schools and
classrooms are common (see the First Grade Studies
for a classic example, Bond & Dykstra, 1967). What
is occurring when this happens? Is it the program, the
teachers’ implementation, or the school context?
What is it about the system that facilitates or impedes
learning? Schools are dependent on larger societal in-



fluences that should not be ignored (Bronfenbrenner,
1977). Thus, we not only recommend looking in
classrooms, but also promote a systems approach to
reform that entails looking across multiple layers of
the home, community, school, and society at large
(Klingner, Artiles et al., 2005; Miramontes, Nadeau,
& Commins, 1997; Shanklin et al., 2003). Debates
about instructional methods and considerations of
student performance should be framed within the
larger context of how literacy practices interrelate with
issues of social practice, culture, and power across
these levels (Gee, 1999). Our point is that to conclude
that failure resides within students when they do not
progress with a certain intervention, and then move
them onto the second or third tier in an RTI model or
decide they belong in special education without con-
sidering other factors, is problematic.

Issues of fidelity and
generalizability

Similarly, the issue of implementation fidelity
is an important one in RTI models, and is related to
the belief that the results of experimental studies
should be generalizable and transferable from one
setting to another. When results do not transfer, the
assumption by some is that those implementing the
model did not use it correctly (Klingner, Cramer, &
Harry, 2006). Or the gap between research and prac-
tice is lamented (Gersten et al., 1997). Yet, when a
teacher does not implement an instructional practice
with fidelity, what does that really mean? To what ex-
tent is the teacher’s reluctance, resistance, or inability
to implement a practice in a certain way due to dif-
ferences between his or her students and the students
for whom the practice was originally developed, or
perhaps to variations in the school context? When
teachers struggle with implementation, this is an in-
dication we need to look more closely at what is oc-
curring.

There are significant differences between labo-
ratory or controlled studies and the world of practice,
especially in high-need urban schools. When inter-
preting the success of a research-based model and
considering the extent to which it was implemented
with fidelity, it is important to examine the con-
straints under which those who implemented the
model were operating (Herman et al., 2000). For ex-
ample, the creators of Success for All offer the caveat
that their program is effective only when fully imple-
mented (Slavin & Madden, 2001). Yet implementa-
tion challenges can be frequent with this approach

(Klingner, Cramer, & Harry, 2006). Similarly, in
Foorman, Francis, Fletcher, Schatschneider, and
Mehta’s (1998) often cited study of different ap-
proaches to early reading instruction, their sample
was culturally and linguistically diverse, and the range
of students on free or reduced-price lunch varied
from 32.3% to 71.4%. There were substantial differ-
ences across schools in this range. Our point is not
that the students who receive free lunch are necessari-
ly different in terms of their level of poverty, but that
there are noteworthy school differences (e.g., Kozol,
1991) that must be taken into account when inter-
preting variations in program implementation and re-
search results. By not acknowledging these challenges,
culturally and linguistically diverse students (and stu-
dents living below poverty levels) are held account-
able, presumed to have deficits, and then are placed
more often in special education programs. 

Looking more closely at
nonresponders

For the reasons we have described, we suggest
looking more closely at students who do not respond
to research-based interventions. To continue with
Foorman et al.’s (1998) study of different models of
reading instruction as an example, Foorman and col-
leagues found that their direct code (DC; i.e., in
letter–sound correspondence as practiced in decod-
able text) group outperformed implicit code (IC)
and embedded code (EC) groups on a measure of
isolated word reading. The authors reported that
“46% of students in IC research group, and 44% in
EC group exhibited no demonstrable growth in
word reading compared with only 16% in the DC
group” (p. 51). This much cited study is considered
evidence in favor of direct code approaches, and cer-
tainly this difference among groups is impressive.
But what about the 16% of students who did not
progress? We would like to understand more about
them, and what happened in their classrooms. Did
these students not respond because they may have
had disabilities, or for other reasons?

As educators and researchers, we must contin-
ue to ask whether we are truly doing all we can to
improve outcomes for culturally and linguistically
diverse students who do not respond and seem to be
left behind. Current policies emphasize finding what
works. But, again, we ask, “What works with
whom?” If Intervention A is found to be better than
Intervention B (or no intervention), we must not as-
sume that Intervention A is the best we can do for all
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students. How do we know when an instructional
approach works and increased outcomes are good
enough? What are our assumptions about student
growth? It is generally considered acceptable for stu-
dents to make adequate gains. But what does that
mean? What if culturally and linguistically diverse
students are making modest or adequate gains with
an intervention while mainstream students are mak-
ing outstanding gains? If we were to see only slight
or modest gains among culturally and linguistically
diverse students in the early grades, this could in part
explain why by the third grade we already see an
achievement gap. Snow, Burns, and Griffin (1998)
noted that children “living in high-poverty areas
tend to fall further behind, regardless of their initial
reading skill level” (p. 98). Gee (1999) interpreted
this finding as evidence of a mismatch between
schools and students of diverse backgrounds: “The
more you already know about school...before you get
to school, the better you do in school” (p. 367). 

We wonder what the outcomes would be if we
were to adapt Intervention A to be culturally respon-
sive to a particular group of students and then com-
pare Culturally Responsive Intervention A with
Traditional Intervention A. For example, let us sup-
pose that Intervention A was found to be superior to
Intervention B in an experimental study, and that
63% of the students in the sample were middle class
white students and the other students were of other
ethnicities and different levels of socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES). Some were English-language learners.
Results of the study indicated that Intervention A
was superior at a statistically significant level, and the
effect size was impressive—say, .60. On the surface,
the logical conclusion would be that Intervention A
was better than B. However, if we look more closely
and disaggregate our data by ethnicity, or by SES, or
by language proficiency, we might see interaction ef-
fects (Reynolds, 1988). What if it turns out that B
was actually better for some of the students in the
sample? And what if Intervention A focused on ex-
plicit instruction in phonological awareness and the
alphabetic principle, and that Intervention B did
precisely the same, but with the addition of compo-
nents considered culturally responsive? What if the
majority of the sample (the middle class white stu-
dents) did better with A, because, after all, school in-
struction tends to be compatible with white middle
class culture? And what if many of the culturally and
linguistically diverse students did better with B?
What would we then conclude? 

This view does not mean that we should aban-
don evidence-based interventions and give up trying
to figure out what works. The interventions already

identified as effective are beneficial on average for
many students, including culturally and linguistically
diverse students. But there is limited evidence they
will work well with everyone, or lead to maximum
growth for a particular subset of students (Dillon,
O’Brien, & Heilman, 2000). We suggest that addi-
tional research is needed in which mixed-methods ap-
proaches are used to investigate culturally responsive
practices singularly and in combination with other ap-
proaches. In the end, the best instructional practice is
based on sound pedagogical principles implemented
thoughtfully and sensitively by a knowledgeable and
reflective teacher who adapts instruction to students’
needs and even may act in ways inconsistent with
some research findings (Duffy, 2002). 

A possible RTI model for
culturally and linguistically
diverse students

We propose the following four-tiered RTI
model that represents a new and needed direction
for research.

Tier 1
The foundation of the first tier should be cul-

turally responsive, quality instruction with ongoing
progress monitoring within the general education
classroom. We see this first tier as including two es-
sential components: (a) evidence-based interventions
(Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003), and (b) instruction by
teachers who have developed culturally responsive at-
tributes (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Villegas
& Lucas, 2002). In their teacher education programs
as well as through ongoing professional develop-
ment, teachers should become familiar with instruc-
tional strategies linked to academic growth for their
population of students as well as assessment proce-
dures that can be used to monitor progress, particu-
larly in language and literacy (Ortiz, 2001).

The success of the RTI process for culturally
and linguistically diverse students depends on teach-
ers having access to appropriate evidenced-based in-
structional approaches that have been validated with
diverse populations. Yet this research base is limited.
Teachers need to know if their interventions are ef-
fective and how to adjust instruction for students
who do not seem to be responding. In addition, all
preservice and inservice teachers should learn what it
means to be culturally responsive and should partici-



pate in experiences designed to prepare them to
teach in diverse settings (Gay, 2000; Kea & Utley,
1998; Ladson-Billings, 2001). In this sense, as
Townsend argued (2002), no teacher should be left
behind. Researchers have conducted in-depth quali-
tative studies that have enabled them to describe the
kinds of dispositions and practices of teachers whose
culturally and linguistically diverse students excel
(e.g., Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2001; Nieto, 1999).
These dispositions and practices should be incorpo-
rated into further research on culturally responsive
teaching. Teachers of English-language learners also
should learn about bilingual education and English
as second language (ESL) teaching methods, as well
as the language acquisition process. 

Tier 2
When culturally and linguistically diverse stu-

dents have not reached expected benchmarks or have
not made adequate progress when taught using ap-
propriate, culturally responsive methods implement-
ed with fidelity, a second tier of intervention is
warranted. This tier is characterized as providing a
level of intensive support that supplements the core
curriculum and is based on student needs as identi-
fied by ongoing progress monitoring. 

For now, we do not know a great deal about
what this intensive support should look like for cul-
turally and linguistically diverse students, or the ex-
tent to which it should differ from the second tier of
support provided to all students identified as at risk.
McCardle, Mele-McCarthy, and Leos (2005) discuss
the need for more research with English-language
learners who show early signs of struggling. Although
it may seem appropriate to use approaches developed
for and validated with native English speakers, it is
important to consider that English-language learners
may benefit more from strategies that have been
adapted or are different altogether (McCardle et al).
Fortunately, recent research with English-language
learners using RTI models shows promising results
(Gerber et al., 2004; Leafstedt, Richards, & Gerber,
2004; Linan-Thompson, Vaughn, Hickman-Davis,
& Kouzekanani, 2003; Linan-Thompson, Vaughn,
Prater, & Cirino, in press; Vaughn, Linan-
Thompson, & Hickman, 2003; Vaughn, Mathes,
Linan-Thompson, & Frances, 2005). 

Progress monitoring continues during a second
tier. For students who do not adequately respond to in-
tensive supplemental instruction, Tier 2 becomes the
gatekeeper for a possible referral to special education.

Tier 3
This phase of a multitiered model starts with a

referral to a Teacher Assistance Team (TAT;
Chalfant, Psych, & Moultrie, 1979) or a Child
Study Team. In our conceptualization, this step in
the process can overlap with the second tier. In other
words, the provision of intensive support does not
need to stop for a referral to begin. The make-up of
this team should be diverse and include multiple
members with expertise in culturally responsive ped-
agogy. A bilingual or ESL specialist should also be
involved when the student is an English-language
learner (Harry & Klingner, in press). In addition, it
is important for there to be a team member who can
offer guidance with culturally sensitive ongoing as-
sessment. Teams should have a wide range of mean-
ingful intervention strategies available to them.
Using a problem-solving approach (see Fuchs &
Fuchs in this issue), they should determine how to
alter the support a student has been receiving and
develop specific instructional objectives based on
student performance data (Garcia & Ortiz, 1988;
Harry & Klingner, in press). An important role for
the team should be observing the student in the
classroom as well as in other settings. 

Resources are available to help schools evaluate
and improve their special education referral process
for culturally and linguistically diverse students
(National Alliance of Black School Educators & 
ILIAD Project, 2002; National Association for
Bilingual Education & Local Implementation by
Local Administrators [ILIAD] Project, 2002).
Similarly, Garcia and Ortiz (1988) developed a flow-
chart and a series of questions to guide practitioners
through the referral decision-making process. These
resources can help educators determine if students
have been provided with meaningful, appropriate
prereferral strategies and adequate opportunities to
learn and if a student’s difficulties have been observed
across time and settings. We think these have valu-
able applications in an RTI model.

Tier 4
In the model we propose, this tier would be

special education. The hallmark of instruction at this
level is that it is tailored to the individual needs of
the student and is even more intensive than at previ-
ous tiers. Unlike the second or third tiers, this assis-
tance is not limited to a set number of weeks.
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Conclusion
We are encouraged by the potential of RTI

models to improve educational opportunities for cul-
turally and linguistically diverse students and to
reduce their disproportionate representation in spe-
cial education. RTI models represent a new begin-
ning and a novel way of conceptualizing how we
support student learning. At the same time, we are
concerned that if we do not engage in dialogue
about the critical issues raised in this article, RTI
models will simply be like old wine in a new bottle,
in other words, just another deficit-based approach
to sorting children. We believe that ultimately the
most effective interventions for culturally and lin-
guistically diverse students will come from bringing
together diverse perspectives, and from careful exam-
ination of notions about disability and cultural di-
versity within their full sociocultural and historical
contexts.
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