
447Module 21: Cognitive Disabilities

Using RTI, educators determine whether a student responds to “scientific, research-based 
intervention.” A major goal of RTI is to reduce the number of referrals for special education 
in pre-K through Grade 12 by identifying and correcting academic problems at an early stage 
(Al Otaiba & Fuchs, 2006; Carreker & Joshi, 2010). RTI also attempts to reduce the number 
of students who are incorrectly identified as having an LD, especially students from minority 
and linguistically diverse backgrounds who are disproportionately placed in special education 
(Finch, 2012). For example, students may have reading difficulties that are not due to an 
actual reading disability involving specific cognitive deficits (discussed next) but instead are 
the result of:

•• socioeconomic disadvantage (i.e., they have poor readiness skills due to lack of resources, 
non-English-speaking parents, and so on), or

•• lack of appropriate instruction (i.e., they were not taught necessary reading or math 
skills).

RTI involves screening and monitoring of progress on academic skills for all students 
within a district and providing increasingly intensive interventions to students who perform 
below grade-level expectations. Currently, all 50 states use RTI as a prevention model, mean-
ing that instruction and interventions are provided as part of general education (Zirkel & 
Thomas, 2010). Some states use RTI as both a general education initiative and as part of 
special education eligibility decisions (Hauerwas, Brown, & Scott, 2013). This means that the 
data collected through RTI documenting a student’s continued failures to respond to increas-
ingly intensive interventions can be used to make a referral for special education eligibility. 
While there is no single RTI model mandated by IDEA, the typical model has three tiers, as 
shown in Figure 21.2:

Tier 1. The preventive tier involves whole-class, general education instruction that is con-
sidered effective based on research evidence (Cakiroglu, 2015). Experts estimate that gen-
eral education instruction should be effective for about 80% of students (Cates, Blum, & 
Swerdlik, 2011; Denton, 2012). In this tier, educators assess all students using screening 
measures to identify which students may need additional intervention.

FIGURE 21.2	 A Three-Tiered Model of RTI. Models such as this are used by 

schools in all 50 states.
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