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Article

With this position paper, we advance the posi-
tion that Multi-Tiered System of Support 
(MTSS) represents innovation in contempo-
rary schooling; that it offers a potential path-
way to achievement of the goals of inclusion; 
and that there is a critical need to prepare 
Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) teacher 
and administrator educators to, in turn, intro-
duce new preservice personnel to this com-
plex, transformative praxis. In support of the 
latter, a heuristic, the Innovation Configura-
tion (IC), is examined as a means to assist the 
process. MTSS is a growth industry in educa-
tion. Fueled by School Improvement Grants 
(SIGs) to states and coupled with numerous 
state initiatives directed to scaling up MTSS, 

fully integrated, tiered instructional supports 
are rapidly becoming commonplace in many 
schools around the country (McIntosh & 
Goodman, 2016). This expansion is leading to 
a critical need to prepare preservice teachers 
and administrators to enter the education 
workforce with the complex, transformational 
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Abstract
Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS), as a fully integrated set of practices and interventions 
directed to academics and behavior, with emerging applications to social and emotional learning 
in the teaching/learning process, is very much in its ascendency in schools across the United 
States and elsewhere. As a result, there is an emerging need to prepare teacher and administrator 
educators to enter the rapidly expanding number of implementing schools and districts. Requisite 
dispositions, skills, and knowledge germane to ensuring successful applications, sustainability, 
and resultant student outcomes from MTSS introduction into systems praxis are increasingly 
required. In this position paper, we discuss the origins of MTSS, its expansion into various areas 
of education in the United States, and its emerging contribution to the thorny issue of inclusion. 
We conclude with examination of Innovation Configuration, a heuristic to assist teacher and 
administrator educators in the development of course syllabi and other professional learning 
vehicles addressed to MTSS.
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components of skills, new knowledge, and 
dispositions needed to effectively and effi-
ciently implement MTSS (McCart et al., 
2014; McIntosh & Goodman, 2016; Sailor, 
2017). The authors of this article have been 
engaged collaboratively, over a 3-year period, 
to implement an ambitious initiative to scale 
up MTSS statewide. To assist this effort, col-
laborative partners in the State MTSS scale-
up initiative led by Orange County Department 
of Education (OCDE) included SWIFT Edu-
cation Center at the University of Kansas 
(swiftschools.org) and Collaboration for 
Effective Educator Development, Account-
ability and Reform (CEEDAR) Center at the 
University of Florida (ceedar.education.ufl.
edu/). Together with the OCDE, these partners 
used a personnel preparation organizer known 
as an IC (Hall & Hord, 1987; National Com-
prehensive Center for Teacher Quality 
[NCCTQ], 2011; Roy & Hord, 2004) to pro-
duce a set of 18 (as of this writing) conceptual 
maps. These maps are designed to be rubrics 
to guide teacher and administrator educators 
in their IHEs in construction of new or adapted 
course syllabi to prepare school and district 
personnel on MTSS, Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL), and other components. 
These maps include UDL as a key component 
of MTSS installation and implementation, as 
well as the SWIFT four-part framework of 
evidence-based support, which serves as a 
scaffold to the complex task of installing and 
implementing MTSS with measured fidelity 
(McCart et al., 2014).

The theoretical framework of the MTSS IC 
is reflected in Figure 1. MTSS is a primary 
transformative instructional practice and has 
been shown to have a direct and positive rela-
tionship with student academic and socio-
behavioral outcomes (Choi et al., 2019; 
McIntosh & Goodman, 2016). Several of 
these reported analyses examined measures of 
fidelity of MTSS installation and implementa-
tion in relation to annual state assessments of 
grade-level math and reading proficiencies. 
Furthermore, investigators using statistical 
modeling procedures demonstrated that the 
four evidence-based practice domains sup-
porting MTSS implementation produced 

associated impacts on student outcomes (aca-
demic, behavioral, social, and emotional; 
Choi et al., 2019). For a review of the eviden-
tiary basis for each of the five domains cov-
ered by the IC maps, see Sailor et al. (2017).

Figure 1 shows MTSS to be an overarch-
ing system of support by providing three 
tiers of instructional intensity directed to 
academic, behavioral, social, and emotional 
indicators of whole child components of 
learning. SWIFT’s four domains of Family 
and Community Engagement, Administra-
tive Leadership, Integrated Educational 
Framework, and Inclusive Policy and Prac-
tice each encompasses evidence-based prac-
tices that ensure that the transformational 
processes apply to all students, no matter 
their needs for more specialized supports and 
services, and all school staff.

In the sections that follow, we begin with 
an explanation of the origins of MTSS in edu-
cation, discuss the contemporary structure 
and applications of MTSS in practice, and 

Figure 1.  Theoretical framework for Multi-
Tiered System of Support with supporting 
domains.
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discuss its potential extension in Social and 
Emotional Learning (SEL). Next, we consider 
its application addressed to the thorny issue of 
inclusion as a possible enhancement, particu-
larly for students often segregated and, there-
fore, marginalized by virtue of requiring 
extensive supports and services. Furthermore, 
we discuss the process of statewide scale-up 
of MTSS from the standpoint of our experi-
ence in an ambitious ongoing effort in a large 
state. We conclude with a discussion of IC as 
a useful heuristic to assist teacher and admin-
istrator educators in preparing new, general 
education and specialized personnel to sup-
port installation, implementation, and sus-
tained practice in the complex transformation 
embodied by MTSS.

The Advent of Tiered 
Instructional Strategies

Origins of MTSS

Tiered instruction found its way into educa-
tional praxis through the field of special edu-
cation. Its origins lay in the three-tiered public 
health strategy employed in the United States 
by the federal Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC). Examples of Tier 1 CDC 
strategies can be found in restaurant restrooms 
with signs reminding employees to wash their 
hands before returning to work. If a severe 
outbreak of an infectious disease occurs, such 
as the COVID-19 virus, as this is being writ-
ten, the CDC prepares such Tier 2 strategies as 
spot announcements on radio and TV offering 
advice to the public on procedures to avoid 
exposure, and equips health providers and 
hospitals with proactive systems of preven-
tion. They activate Tier 3 strategies in cases of 
potential or real pandemic and may include, 
for example, travel restrictions and quaran-
tined sections of geographic areas and hospi-
tals in infected regions.

The introduction of tiered instructional 
strategies in the field of special education 
originated through two lines of research and 
development, one focused on the develop-
ment of a pedagogy addressed to behavior 
problems impeding the learning process, and 

the second addressed to the remediation of 
problems associated with learning to read. In 
the case of behavioral instruction, a program 
of research and development funded by the 
U.S. Department of Education, and led by 
Rob Horner at the University of Oregon, was 
launched in the mid-1980s to provide educa-
tors with pedagogical practices that would 
obviate the need for aversives, which were 
becoming anathema in public schools (Horner 
et al., 1990; reviewed in Dunlap et al., 2009). 
This robust program of what is now termed 
Positive Behavior Interventions and Support 
(PBIS) continues to be supported by the 
Office of Special Education Programs 
(OSEP) and is an active part of educational 
programming in thousands of schools across 
the country and internationally (Horner & 
McIntosh, 2016).

Tiered intervention practices that are 
focused on academics originated with a pro-
gram of research at Vanderbilt University 
and the University of Kansas Center for 
Research on Learning (Deno, 2005; Fuchs & 
Deshler, 2007; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). The 
aim of that early effort was reading skill 
improvement for struggling students, and 
development of additional sources of data to 
be employed in the determination of eligibil-
ity for special education services under the 
Learning Disability (LD) category. Whereas 
PBIS became the primary descriptor for 
tiered intervention strategies directed toward 
behavior problems impeding the learning 
process, Response to Intervention (RTI) 
became the primary descriptor for academ-
ics (e.g., Sailor, 2009).

By 2008, arguments were surfacing in the 
literature to combine PBIS and RTI into “a 
broader RTI logic approach that fully inte-
grates academic and behavioral functions and 
interventions” (Sailor et al., 2009). The Kan-
sas State Department of Education (KSDE) 
was first to launch a statewide initiative to 
combine tiered intervention strategies under 
the newly coined term, Multi-Tiered System of 
Support. That term was picked up by Sugai 
and Horner (2009) and remains today as the 
umbrella term for transformational school 
reform that fully integrates academic, 
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behavioral, social, and emotional interven-
tions (McIntosh & Goodman, 2016).

The Structure of MTSS

Since the MTSS initiative first appeared on 
the KSDE website in 2008 (www.ksmtss.
org), funded by a SIG from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, numerous states have 
launched similar statewide, grant-funded 
MTSS efforts, many funded in part by SIG 
grants. Much of the research emerging from 
such initiatives was summarized in McIntosh 
and Goodman (2016). The impact of school-
wide MTSS transformation on socio-behav-
ioral and academic outcomes in fully 
implementing schools has, thus far, been 
impressive (McIntosh & Goodman, 2016; 
Satter et al., 2019). The term transformation 
applies because (a) tiered interventions apply 
to all students in a noncategorical fashion; (b) 
measurement of programs (e.g., screening, 
progress monitoring) occurs at all levels of 
support to guide decisions concerning inter-
vention, levels of intensity, and curricular 
modifications; (c) MTSS fully integrates 
social and behavioral interventions with aca-
demic interventions (e.g., Lane et al., 2016); 
(d) MTSS offers a schoolwide, unified instruc-
tional framework that applies to all students, 
thus potentially reducing the need for cate-
gorical classrooms by providing more effi-
cient use of space and personnel (e.g., 
Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Satter et al., 
2019); (e) MTSS is driven by interactive team 
decision and support processes operating 
across both district and school leadership per-
sonnel, wherein these processes support fully 
integrated special education, English Learn-
ers, Title I, gifted and talented, and general 
education decision-making; and (f) MTSS 
embraces and utilizes UDL principles (Rose 
& Meyer, 2002), thus contributing, among 
other educational enhancements, to greater 
participation by and inclusion of students 
with all types and degrees of disability (Sailor 
& McCart, 2014). This latter is discussed in 
more detail further on in this article.

Achievement for all students is the collec-
tive mission for local educational agencies 

(LEAs) and schools. This achievement is 
dependent on creating a system in which all 
students are fully valued, welcomed, well 
supported, and engaged in the learning that 
focuses on excellence and equity for all stu-
dents. An array of supports must be in place 
to ensure all students are benefiting from and 
engaged in learning. In addition, LEAs need 
to reflect on their system and current prac-
tices to determine whether they are inten-
tional about creating an MTSS. The reflection 
process begins with a strengths-based 
approach wherein LEAs are able to celebrate 
the effective practices and policies that are in 
place. Teams can then leverage those 
strengths as they focus their efforts on the 
areas for opportunity that will support their 
transformation to MTSS.

MTSS embraces the whole child approach 
to teaching and learning. It incorporates a 
continuum of support that aligns academic, 
behavioral, and, more recently, social and 
emotional learning in a fully integrated sys-
tem of support for the benefit of all students. 
MTSS is built on the premise that universal 
support (Tier 1), which addresses the whole 
child, must be provided for all students. 
Some students, however, may need supple-
mental support at various times (Tier 2), and 
a few students may require more intensified 
support (Tier 3) to be successful in the most 
inclusive and equitable learning environment 
of their grade-level peers. Instruction coher-
ently employs the array of supports and ser-
vices so that all students have access to 
high-quality instruction (Fullan, 2015a, 
2015b). This coherence requires ongoing 
screening and progress monitoring to ensure 
that the appropriate evidence-based practices 
are provided. The array of supports is 
grounded in UDL, including differentiated 
instruction, culturally responsive pedagogy, 
and integrated education implemented at all 
levels of support.

A coherent educational system relies on 
the ability to effectively link school, district, 
regional, state, and federal resources in effi-
cient and innovative ways that support the 
transformation to MTSS. This linkage is 
referred to as the whole system of engagement 

www.ksmtss.org
www.ksmtss.org
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approach (Miller, 2013). The education sys-
tem can build on the idea that originated in 
the business community where

stakeholders are vital sources of wisdom, 
creativity, passion and energy. Everyone has 
something to give, a role to play. Engaging 
stakeholders in a way that fosters collaboration 
helps maximize, protect and reinvest in the 
organization’s most important asset—its people. 
To harness this potential, whole system 
engagement brings together diverse perspectives 
from inside and outside an organization, which 
helps to create stronger solutions and 
accountability. (p. 3)

In education, the whole system of engagement 
begins with students and families at the heart 
and purpose of the work. For the academic, 
behavior, and social and emotional learning 
needs of students to be met, the school serves 
as the point of transformation. Schoolwide 
transformation efforts that lead to desired stu-
dent outcomes are dependent on the LEA that 
serves as the point of intervention. In turn, the 
LEA utilizes regional, state, and/or federal 
resources as the primary source of technical 
assistance (TA) to sustain an MTSS. The 
MTSS framework builds on the strengths of 
all stakeholders in the school community 
while mapping and matching all available 
resources to the effort.

As schools and LEAs work toward trans-
forming their systems so that they are truly 
aligned to MTSS, they engage in the con-
tinuous improvement cycle. LEAs are com-
mitted to ongoing learning, self-reflection, 
adaptation, and professional growth. They 
follow a process of disciplined inquiry 
where professional learning communities 
(PLCs)—also known as networked commu-
nities—identify, adapt, and successfully 
scale up promising interventions in educa-
tion (Bryk et al., 2015).

Extending MTSS to Social 
and Emotional Learning

Many schools throughout the United States 
are experiencing positive results for their 

students in the areas of academics and behav-
ior after implementing a tiered system of 
support. In fact, RTI and PBIS “have been 
implemented on a scale of social significance 
that has evaded many previous attempts at 
school reform” (McIntosh & Goodman, 
2016, p. 4). These two particular initiatives 
have resulted in a reduction in disruptive 
behaviors and bullying, and have shown an 
increase in academic achievement, school 
safety, school climate, and teacher perceived 
self-efficacy, social competence, and emo-
tional regulation (McIntosh & Goodman, 
2016). Growing research from the Collabor-
ative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning (CASEL; casel.org) provides evi-
dence regarding the positive impact that 
social and emotional skills have on academic 
achievement. Current findings document that 
SEL programs yielded significant positive 
effects on targeted social and emotional 
competencies and attitudes about self, oth-
ers, and school. They also enhanced students’ 
behavioral adjustment in the form of 
increased prosocial behaviors and reduced 
conduct and internalizing problems, and 
improved academic performance on achieve-
ment tests and grades. The findings add to 
the growing empirical evidence regarding 
the positive impact of SEL programs (Durlak 
et al., 2011).

A fully integrated MTSS links decisions 
about academics and behavior. SEL can be 
increasingly nested within MTSS to address 
the needs of the whole child. This leads to a 
more coherent system and focuses on opti-
mizing learning by providing a safe, welcom-
ing learning environment with few 
distractions. As a result, instructional time is 
maximized, which leads to student success 
(McIntosh & Goodman, 2016). According to 
the California Department of Education,

there is a growing body of research proving that 
SEL is fundamental to academic success, and 
must be woven into the work of every teacher in 
every classroom and every after school and 
summer enrichment program, if we truly want to 
prepare all our students for college and careers. 
(California Department of Education, 2016)
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MTSS and Inclusion

The evidence base for inclusive education is 
extensive. Evidence for academic benefits for 
students with Individualized Education Pro-
grams (IEPs) in inclusive programs has been 
reported by Choi et al. (2017); Cole et al. 
(2004); Cosier et al. (2013); Kurth and  
Mastergeorge (2010a, 2010b); and Desse-
montet et al. (2012). Additional studies were 
reviewed in McLeskey et al. (2014). Evidence 
for socio-behavioral benefits for nondisabled 
peers of included students was reported by 
Kalambouka et al. (2007); Ruijs and Peetsma 
(2009); Ruijs et al. (2010); and Dessemontet 
and Bless (2013). Evidence for socio-behav-
ioral benefits that extended from school inclu-
sion into adulthood was reported by Copeland 
and Cosbey (2008); Rojewski et al. (2013); 
Ryndak et al. (2010); Test et al. (2009);  
Wehmeyer (2006); White and Weiner (2004); 
and Woodman et al. (2016).

The advent of tiered instructional arrange-
ments augmented by UDL has some impor-
tant implications for how the term inclusion 
(including full inclusion, inclusive education, 
etc.) is operationally defined. Historically, 
the term has carried a place-based connota-
tion, defining the least restrictive environ-
ment (LRE) requirement of the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (2004) as 
increased percentage of time spent by stu-
dents with IEPs in general education class-
rooms. Problems associated with place-based 
definitions have stymied policies directing 
educational practices over the years (Kurth 
et al., 2014; Morningstar et al., 2017). Critics 
of inclusive education among academics in 
special education have, correctly in our view, 
pointed out the deficiencies in educational 
programming for students with IEPs in gen-
eral education classrooms when students can-
not progress apace in a curriculum block due 
to factors impeding their learning (Kauffman 
et al., 2017). Others have made reference to 
associated negative outcomes on the part of 
general education students arising from dis-
ruption in classrooms that included students 
who experience behavior disorders (Cooc, 
2019; Fletcher, 2010).

Students who are not successfully engag-
ing the grade-level general education curricu-
lum, even with UDL-supported differentiated 
instruction, may receive additional support. 
This additional support may be provided in a 
group arrangement in the general education 
classroom or may involve participation in a 
small group setting elsewhere in the school; 
for example, a small group scheduled in the 
school library during fourth-grade reading 
block, guided by a school librarian. This 
group may have a cross-grade mix of students 
with IEPs, language learners, and others who 
share a common level of relative proficiency 
in reading. Similarly, students who cannot 
progress measurably in grade-level instruc-
tion or with additional support arrangements 
may participate in more intensified instruc-
tional arrangements at times during the school 
day and, perhaps, during after-school pro-
gramming.

Waitoller and Kozleski (2013) and Artiles 
and Kozleski (2007) have offered a redefini-
tion of inclusion based on the concept of 
equity, which, in our view, provides a closer 
alignment with MTSS and obviates the prob-
lems associated with place-based definitions. 
Equity-based inclusion shifts the policy con-
cerns away from specific classroom-focused 
issues and toward concerns of how all avail-
able educational supports and services are 
equitably matched to measured student needs, 
regardless of reasons for the specialized sup-
port (e.g., special education, English Lan-
guage Learning, gifted education). An equity 
definition of inclusion carries the inherent 
advantage of applicability to all students and, 
thus, acts as a deterrent to categorical segrega-
tion of some students.

Equity-based inclusion considers the whole 
school environment rather than specific class-
rooms as the focus of concern for instructional 
delivery (Choi et al., 2019; Hicks et al., 2018; 
Sailor, 2017). Instead of the traditional pull 
out/push in service provision, students are 
served through a complex master schedule 
with grouping and/or one-on-one arrange-
ments in accordance with their instructional 
requirements. When students, regardless of 
why they need additional instructional support 
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and services, can benefit measurably (i.e., 
show by progress monitoring) from instruc-
tion in the general education classroom, then 
scheduling them into that environment for a 
particular curricular component, such as dur-
ing the reading or math block, is appropriate. 
Instructional practices, in this case, may be 
augmented by peer-assisted learning strate-
gies (McMaster & Fuchs, 2016), co-teaching 
arrangements (Sullivan et al., 2014), and other 
strategies associated with inclusive education.

In all cases, the intent of equity-based 
inclusion is to provide students maximal 
engagement with the curriculum at grade 
level as soon as progress monitoring indi-
cates feasibility. Setting a master schedule to 
handle these varied and fluid instructional 
arrangements obviously becomes quite com-
plex. Nevertheless, implementation of MTSS 
through a complex master schedule provides 
a potential pathway to the desegregation of 
students who were previously isolated in sep-
arate classrooms or schools and does so with-
out disrupting grade-level instructional 
programming. The focus is on providing an 
instructional match at all times during the 
school day, between any students’ docu-
mented need for additional support and ser-
vices and available resources, regardless of 
the particular source of support (e.g., special 
education, Title programs).

Scaling Up MTSS Statewide

In 2012, researchers at SWIFT were awarded 
the national TA Center working with five 
states, 18 school districts, and 64 schools for 
inclusive reform, called SWIFT Center 
(Sailor, 2012). SWIFT provided TA to Mary-
land, Mississippi, New Hampshire, Oregon, 
and Vermont state education agencies (SEAs), 
and selected LEAs and schools over a 4-year 
period. The TA was designed to support instal-
lation, implementation, sustainability, and 
scale-up of MTSS as the principal driver for 
enhancing inclusive education. Partnership 
agreements with the states and districts con-
tained data-use agreements, which allowed 
SWIFT to use its fidelity of implementation 
tool (Algozzine et al., 2016; Morsbach 

Sweeney et al., 2014) to provide systematic 
analyses to determine the impact of implemen-
tation in the schools on student outcomes asso-
ciated with reading, math, behavior, and 
inclusion. Results to date from that effort, 
which ended in 2017, are in the early stages of 
dissemination as of this writing (e.g., Choi 
et al., 2019; Sailor et al., 2018) and are sup-
portive of a growing body of research indicat-
ing significant associations of positive student 
outcomes with MTSS when implemented 
with fidelity (McIntosh & Goodman, 2016).

Following the conclusion of the OSEP-
funded SWIFT Center for TA, the University 
of Kansas research group established SWIFT 
Education Center in response to requests from 
increasing numbers of LEAs and SEAs around 
the country, as well as abroad, to assist with 
ongoing MTSS initiatives through TA and 
professional learning opportunities. By far, 
the largest of these efforts has been a partner-
ship with OCDE, the lead agency for a state-
wide scale-up effort, together with Butte 
County Office of Education, beginning in 
2016 and continuing as of this writing. Funds 
were appropriated by the state legislature and 
dispersed to OCDE by California’s Depart-
ment of Education (2016) to create an infra-
structure of support for the scale-up effort by 
providing train-the-trainer experiences to 
teams at the level of each of the state’s 58 
county offices of education and selected LEAs 
within each county, for implementation via 
mini-grants in annual cohorts for 3 years. As 
of this writing, more than 1,200 state schools 
have begun MTSS implementation using 
SWIFT Fidelity Integrity Assessment 
(SWIFT-FIA) as a planning and self-assess-
ment device, and with the externally adminis-
tered SWIFT Fidelity of Implementation Tool 
(SWIFT-FIT) as an evaluation measure. This 
effort is continuing under a new appropriation 
from the state legislature, starting in 2019, 
with continuing administration by OCDE 
(Mijares, 2017).

The advent of tiered instructional strate-
gies to address behavior that impedes the 
learning process as well as academics, now 
delineated under the umbrella term MTSS, 
has resulted in transformed educational praxis 
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affecting all students, staff, and administra-
tors. A critical need now exists to, in turn, 
begin to transform initial personnel prepara-
tion programs as well as professional learning 
curricula to address this changing educational 
ethos. The next section considers the IC, a 
heuristic for teacher and administrator educa-
tors, consultants, TA providers, and others to 
help get the process started.

IC: A Heuristic for Teacher 
and Administrator 
Preservice Preparation and 
Professional Development 
on MTSS

Educator attitudes and beliefs (disposition) 
about how children should be taught, when in 
alignment with practice, appear to be a com-
plex interactive process that predicts success-
ful job performance (Leko & Roberts, 2014). 
Evidence from research supports two posi-
tions on the relationship between beliefs and 
change: (a) that changes in educator beliefs 
are required to precede changes in practice 
(Richardson et al., 1991); and the opposite, 
(b) that changes in beliefs occur as a result of 
changes in practice (Fullan, 2007; McLeskey 
& Waldron, 2007). An example of this interac-
tive process of attitude change, supportive of 
position (b) above, was reported by McLeskey 
et al. (2001). In a study of educator attitudes 
toward inclusion of students with IEPs, the 
authors found that, “. . . positive experiences 
of working in inclusive settings is related to 
more positive perceptions of inclusion, and 
results from other studies corroborate this 
idea” (Leko & Roberts, 2014, p. 45).

It is reasonable to assume that many, if not 
most, preservice settings prepare educators to 
enter situations that operate under categorical 
service delivery models that differentiate 
instructional responsibilities by traditional 
grouping arrangements. Special education 
teachers look after students with IEPs, teach-
ers certified in gifted education take responsi-
bility for students identified for that category, 
and so on. Transforming praxis to inclusive 

MTSS requires a different constellation of 
disposition, skills, and knowledge than educa-
tors trained in more traditional systems are 
likely to possess. Sindelar et al. (2014) pre-
sented the case for school-embedded person-
nel preparation to address this need: “by 
embedding training within a specific model of 
service delivery, they overcome the problem 
that traditional teacher education programs 
face in preparing teachers for many different 
districts in which service delivery is likely to 
vary” (p. 63). The authors provided a review 
of several contemporary personnel prepara-
tion models and concluded in favor of “align-
ing coursework and field experience, as 
exemplified by an apprenticeship model and 
many alternative routes” (p. 64).

According to the NCCTQ (2011),

Innovation Configurations are designed to 
evaluate current teacher preparation and 
professional development by determining the 
extent to which evidence-based practices are 
taught, observed, and applied within teacher 
preparation and professional development 
programs. Use of innovation configurations 
advances collaborative practices and encourages 
an examination of the similarities, differences, 
and gaps among programs by answering two 
questions: What types of instruction and 
experiences do teachers receive throughout their 
preparation and/or professional development 
that promote use of evidence-based instructional 
practices? To what extent are teacher’s and 
teacher candidates provided an opportunity to 
apply these strategies with explicit feedback and 
sustained implementation and support to ensure 
fidelity? (p. 3)

Figure 2 presents, by way of example, an 
MTSS-IC, which consists of the structural 
components of MTSS. Five other closely related 
ICs are also available, four of which are for the 
essential supports provided by the scaffolding 
domains of practice in the SWIFT framework 
(McCart et al., 2014) and one for UDL (Israel 
et al., 2014). Each of the six ICs is organized by 
the requisite Disposition (D), Knowledge (K), 
and Skills (S), indicated through research to be 
critical features of practice in installation, 
implementation, and scale-up of MTSS.
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Figure 2.  (continued)
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Figure 2.  (continued)
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Figure 2.  Innovation Configuration for MTSS.
Note. MTSS = Multi-Tiered System of Support.

These ICs are designed to support develop-
ment of course syllabi in a teacher or adminis-
trator preparation curriculum for general, as 
well as, specialized educators. Their content 
can, of course, be adapted to comprise modu-
lar components of several courses for differ-
ent educational personnel, including those for 
related service professionals. Implementation 
Levels of a syllabus can be scored on a 4-point 
metric shown at the top of each IC.

The structural components in the MTSS-
IC appear in Figure 2. The four other ICs rep-
resenting the essential support domains of the 
SWIFT framework can be downloaded from 
CEEDAR Center’s website. For IC purposes, 
MTSS is defined as, “a continuum of system-
wide practices that are grounded in research 
for data-based decision making to meet aca-
demic, behavioral, social and emotional needs 
of all students” (Batsche, 2014, p. 183).

The MTSS-IC suggests that a course syl-
labus on this topic contains instruction/reflec-
tion on two aspects of disposition. These 
refer to the importance of mindset, or basic 
assumptions of the teacher (or administra-
tor) being prepared regarding the work 
involved in installing and implementing 
MTSS. The first dispositional aspect deals 
with the issue of inclusion, a hallmark of 
fully implemented schoolwide MTSS 
(Batsche, 2014). A necessary dispositional 
aspect is the belief that all students must be 

educated in the most inclusive learning envi-
ronment regardless of eligibility for special 
education or other student support services.

The second dispositional aspect to be 
scored on the syllabus for the MTSS-IC 
refers to the importance of collaboration 
among stakeholders in addressing the multi-
ple needs of the whole child. The perspective 
of parents, paraprofessionals, and other sup-
port professionals is not only respected when 
implementing MTSS but is actively sought. 
Evidence for positive impacts of collabora-
tion on student outcomes has been provided 
by Kurth et al. (2015); Francis et al. (2016); 
and Shogren et al. (2015). Collaboration 
among school peers involved in the educa-
tion of students with IEPs and its impact on 
student outcomes was reported by Carter 
et al. (2016); Cushing and Kennedy (1997); 
Ryndak et al. (2013); Schaefer et al. (2016); 
and Watkins et al. (2015).

The second structural component scored by 
the MTSS-IC syllabus is directed to knowl-
edge (K) requirements of teachers and admin-
istrators to install and implement MTSS 
effectively and efficiently in their schools and 
classrooms. The knowledge component con-
siders (a) the constitution of school leadership 
teams; (b) the continuum of supports (i.e., Tier 
1/Universal; Tier 2/Additional or Supplemen-
tal; Tier 3/Intensified) that address the needs of 
the whole child (academic, behavioral, social, 
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and emotional); (c) the application of UDL 
principles in providing academic, behavioral, 
and social and emotional instruction; (d) the 
critical components comprising MTSS 
together with four supporting domains; (e) 
effective collaboration practices, including, 
but not limited to, collaborative teaching 
arrangements, particularly between special 
and general educators (e.g., co-teaching) 
together with its essential support component, 
collaborative planning; knowledge facilitative 
of the processes involved in analyzing data 
(e.g., screeners, diagnostic data such as from 
psycho-educational tests, and progress moni-
tors); and (f) knowledge of the ingredients for 
a comprehensive and well-functioning school-
wide data system, which include (a) a valid 
and reliable evidence base; (b) universal 
screeners and diagnostic assessments/tools; (c) 
progress monitoring data to check student 
improvement; (d) student and organizational 
outcome data (e.g., office discipline referrals, 
academic assessments, attendance, school cli-
mate surveys); (e) implementation data (e.g., 
classroom walkthroughs, instructional rounds, 
fidelity integrity assessments); (f) capacity 
data (e.g., classroom walkthroughs, instruc-
tional rounds); and (h) aggregate data analyses 
(e.g., schoolwide, grade-level, student, and 
subgroups).

Finally, the third structural component to be 
scored in the MTSS-IC syllabus is skills (S). 
The IC focuses on collaborative planning 
opportunities, including (a) planning instruc-
tion using UDL, (b) methods to be employed 
for differentiating instruction, (c) incorporat-
ing culturally responsive teaching, (d) imple-
menting flexible grouping arrangements (e.g., 
additional support groups within the context of 
grade-level instruction in the general educa-
tion classroom, additional and/or intensified 
support groups in other school environments), 
and (e) measures and methods to use in moni-
toring student progress.

Instructions provided for scoring the ade-
quacy of the D, K, and S components of the 
course syllabus are the same for the five 
domains of the SWIFT framework, namely, 
MTSS-IC, the Integrated Educational Frame-
work (IEF-IC), the Family/Community 

Engagement (FCE-IC), the Administrative 
Leadership (AL-IC), and the Inclusive Pol-
icy and Practice (IPP-IC). For each struc-
tural component of MTSS, a syllabus con-
struction Implementation Level score of 0 
would be assigned if no mention of the com-
ponent appears in the syllabus or if the com-
ponent is mentioned without supporting 
activities. The same scoring standard applies 
to each of the essential support domain ICs.

In all cases, an Implementation Level score 
of 1 is assigned if the syllabus contains at least 
one of the following: reading, test, lecture/
presentation, discussion, modeling/demon-
stration, or quiz. To earn a score of 2, the syl-
labus needs to contain one item from level 1, 
plus one item from the following list: observa-
tion, project/activity, case study, or lesson 
plan study. For a score of 3, the syllabus needs 
to contain at least one item from each of levels 
1 and 2, plus at least one item from the follow-
ing list: tutoring, small group student teach-
ing, or whole group internship. Each of the 
syllabus requirements detailed under each 
scoring level has been drawn from evidence-
based best practices disseminated through the 
literature of professional personnel prepara-
tion practices.

Implications for Specialized 
Education

The importance of MTSS coupled with UDL 
cannot be overestimated. Tiered arrangements 
within whole school applications rather than 
isolated, single classroom practice hold the 
potential to allow progress toward the phasing 
out of self-contained environments specific to 
particular subgroups such as special educa-
tion, English learners, and gifted. In so doing, 
they enable a more equitable distribution of 
specialized supports and services (Waitoller 
& Kozleski, 2013). Furthermore, they offer 
the potential to reduce inappropriate referrals 
to special education by addressing impedi-
ments to learning early in the context of gen-
eral education (Sailor, 2012). The trade-off for 
moving away from specialized, self-contained 
instructional arrangements is, of course, more 
complex master scheduling. With effective 
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and efficient data-based decision-making 
associated with MTSS screening and progress 
monitoring, movement of students in and out 
of tiered grouping arrangements and various 
school spaces has implications for whole 
school space allocation, as well as utilization 
of school staffing arrangements.

The implications of ICs for special educa-
tion are significant. MTSS coupled with UDL 
affords a cultural transformation at the level 
of schools (McCart & Miller, 2020). In addi-
tion, MTSS as innovative praxis is in steep 
ascension. Impelled, in part, by federal SIGs 
and by Institute of Educational Research 
(IES) projects, the demand for highly trained, 
new special education teachers, as well as for 
immediate professional learning opportunities 
for existing special educators to adapt to the 
new reality of whole school applications of 
MTSS, is extant. The ICs, as described in this 
article for MTSS, offer preservice teacher 
educators in universities and colleges, teacher 
residency labs, continuing education provid-
ers, and others a systematic procedure for 
developing course syllabi to begin to address 
this need.

Conclusion

MTSS is a rising star in educational innova-
tion. Fueled by U.S. Department of Educa-
tion grants to states and IHE Studies grants 
to researchers, fully integrated, tiered sys-
tems of educational supports and instruc-
tional intensity for academics, behavior, and 
social and emotional learning have put 
MTSS on track to be a top transformational 
practice in American schools. In this posi-
tion paper, we presented information on 
MTSS targeted particularly to teacher and 
administrator educators that included the 
origins of MTSS, its present ongoing struc-
ture in application, and its recent expansion 
into the integration of mental health sup-
ports and services through social and emo-
tional learning. Implications of schoolwide 
MTSS for inclusive education were exam-
ined, particularly with respect to the issue of 
more fully integrating students with exten-
sive needs for extra support and services. 

The position advanced in this article arose 
from participation of IHE teacher educators 
and researchers in a large state project for 
scale-up of MTSS. The critical need for spe-
cialized MTSS preparation of new teachers 
and administrators arose in the context of 
the state scale-up effort, and a potentially 
helpful heuristic for IHE and other teacher/
administrators, the IC, was presented with 
an example applied to MTSS.
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