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The Feasibility and Consequences of Implementing RtI:
A Discussion of Papers Presented by Reschly and Gerber

The time has come to change the ap-
proach to identifying children as having a
learning disability. There has been ample time
to debate the value of an identification model
based on a discrepancy approach versus one
based on a response to intervention approach.
From my perspective as someone who has
been involved in public policy development
and implementation and not research, it is
time to embrace the response to intervention
approach, which is based on solid and sub-
stantial research conducted by a significant
number of highly respected researchers.

Among the many papers presented at
the Learning Disabilities Symposium: Re-
sponsiveness to Intervention [RtI], sponsored
by the National Research Center on Learning
Disability, Dr. Daniel J. Reschly and Dr. Mi-
chael M. Gerber were asked to respond sepa-
rately to the question, “What are the feasibil-
ity and consequences of RtI?” The National
Center provided a significant service to the
field of special education by bringing the re-
search debate around this issue to a head, set-
ting the stage for moving ahead with impor-
tant and necessary changes.

The two authors present very different
views of the utility of the RtI model. Reschly
strongly supports the model, while Gerber
identifies what he believes are serious limita-
tions to the use of this approach. Below is a
summary of key points each author makes
followed by my views on those points and the
question of feasibility and consequences of
implementing the RtI model. I will not review
the model itself, with the understanding that it
is covered in depth by other papers presented
as part of this Symposium.

Reschly believes that the conse-
quences of the model depend heavily on the
supports being available that are needed for
successful change. He further states that
change should be driven by outcome criteria
and views this notion as somewhat controver-
sial. He believes “the most vulnerable feature
in modern special education for high inci-
dence disabilities is insufficient documenta-
tion of positive benefits … and the persistence
of practices unrelated to effective interven-
tion.” He also makes the following points re-
garding implementation:

The roles of teachers in the RtI model
will not change dramatically, but instruction
will be more influenced by readily available
data on progress of students toward meeting
performance goals and a greater reliance on
scientifically based instruction.
 The role of school psychologists and
diagnosticians will change more dramatically,
with much more time being spent on assess-
ment activities that are directly related to in-
terventions and behavior observations that are
more systematically related to positive class-
room behavior and learning opportunities.

There will not be a need for additional
individuals to implement and monitor the
success of the RtI strategies.

Gerber takes a different view of the
feasibility and consequences of the model. He
does not view its implementation as feasible
based on his belief that research has identified
a wide range of variability among teacher be-
havior that cannot be controlled by the RtI
model, which relies heavily on consistency of
teacher-based instructional interventions.
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Furthermore, he believes that the extent
of changes necessary in classroom prepara-
tion, in improvements in curriculum and in-
struction, in the construction of assessment
procedures to select students for this inter-
vention, and in the quality controls needed to
assure the use of effective intensive interven-
tion has not been adequately explored. In ad-
dition, he raises a serious concern over the
cost of implementation. Using his calculations
the costs of professional  development and
intervention strategies needed to implement
the model would exceed $2 billion nation-
wide. However, his calculations fail to take
into account the current amount of federal
,state and local expenditures already allocated
to these activities.

While I respect the issues raised by
Gerber, particularly that the implementation
of RtI represents some very significant chal-
lenges, I support Reschly’s position that cur-
rent L.D. identification practices are problem-
atic, their effectiveness and accuracy are un-
substantiated by research, and therefore sig-

nificant changes in identification practice are
needed. I do find it hard to fathom Reschly’s
contention that notion of change driven by
outcome criteria is “controversial.” From a
public policy perspective, the relationship
between and among screening, diagnosis,
classification, intervention, and identifiable
results should be without question.

One concern of many researchers about
the current model of L.D. identification is the
lack of exit criteria for those students identi-
fied as L.D. and referred to special education.
Chart A provides data regarding the percent-
age of students in New York state “declassi-
fied from special education” after being re-
ferred during their school-age years. While
the data is not broken down by disability
category, since the L.D. classification covers
more than half of the students in special edu-
cation, the data is clear that there is almost no
exiting of these students from special educa-
tion once referred.
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Other New York data also gives us more urgency for moving towards a new model of L.D. iden-
tification. Chart B shows the significant discrepancy among classification rates when comparing
districts in New York by wealth categories. High need indicates districts that are low wealth
while low need indicates wealthy districts. It is the poorer districts that have the highest classifi-
cation rates by far.

Classification rates are generally higher in the high 
need/resource N/RC category of school districts.
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Contrary to popular perception, New York City, which because of its size is treated as a separate
category, does not have as high a classification rate as other urban areas. Chart C shows that poor
districts segregate their special education students into special classes and separate buildings at a
dramatically higher rate than average wealth and wealthy districts.

High need school districts use the “special class” 
model for greater percentages of students with 
disabilities.

5.4%

16.9%

20.9%

56.8%

4.2%

19.5%

29.8%

46.5%

7.3%

37.9%

7.2%

47.6%

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%

Average and Low
Need 2001-02

National  2000-01 High Need 2001-02

In General Education Classrooms 80% or more of the School Day

In General Education Classrooms between 40% and 79% of the School Day

In General Education Classrooms less than 40% of the School Day

Separate Settings

New York State Education Department

CHART C



Gloeckler, L. C. (2003, December). The Feasibility and Consequences of Implementing RtI: A Discussion of Papers
Presented by Reschly and Gerber. Paper presented at the National Research Center on Learning Disabilities Re-
sponsiveness-to-Intervention Symposium, Kansas City, MO.

6

Furthermore, Chart D shows that minority students, when referred to special education, are far
more likely to be placed in separate classes and schools than are their white counterparts.

Placement of Each Racial/Ethnic Group of Students with Disabilities in General Education Classes and in 
Separate Educational Settings 
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Chart E shows that students receiving special education services in poorer districts score signifi-
cantly lower on state assessments than students receiving special education in wealthy districts,
even though the wealthy districts identify dramatically fewer students who are likely to be more
severely disabled.
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In Chart E, levels 3 and 4 represent students meeting or exceeding state standards.  When this
data is woven together, it creates a rather disturbing picture. What does this have to do with L.D.
identification models? I believe there is a significant connection.
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Students identified as L.D make up the ma-
jority of classified students in most states. Ex-
cept for the extremely large districts, urban,
suburban and rural poor districts identify the
greatest percentage of children as needing
special education. Very little “declassifica-
tion” occurs for school-age students who are
identified.

Poor urban and suburban districts rely
most heavily on self-contained special
classes. Since these are the districts in which a
great many minority students live, especially
in the large population states, there is a high
probability that they will be isolated from
their non-disabled peers and from full access
to the general education curriculum. While
the general student population in these dis-
tricts typically performs very poorly on state
and national assessments, the performance of
their special education students is remarkably
low.

It is simply unacceptable to continue
to use an identification procedure that results
in the highest classification rate and causes
students to be referred to programs, particu-
larly in poor districts, that lead to significantly
low educational performance. It is imperative
that a connection be made between identifi-
cation efforts and intervention leading to dis-
cernible results.

In July 2002, I chaired a committee
established by the Board of the National As-
sociation of State Directors of Special Educa-
tion, which was charged with the task of
looking at potential changes in the identifica-
tion of L.D. students being discussed in
preparation for the reauthorization of IDEA.
The committee used the draft position state-
ment developed by the Professional Advisory

Board of the National Center on Learning
Disability on a Three Tiered Intervention
strategy [RtI] as the basis for their work. After
reviewing the draft position paper and re-
search papers presented at the 2001 L.D.
Summit, the committee recommended to the
NASDSE Board that the three-tiered strategy
of L.D. identification be supported. It further
recommended that:

• there would need to be a different and
substantially more rigorous profes-
sional development effort than cur-
rently exists

• general education would need more
systemic and effective child-specific
interventions than currently exist

• there would need to be a carefully
planned transition from the current
approach to this new model.

The committee also identified the follow-
ing issues that would have to be addressed
during implementation of this new model:

• professional development would need
significant new resources [though far
less than calculated by Gerber]

• tiers one and two of the model would
take a more sustained and intensive
general education effort than most
districts now provide

• there would need to be a strong incen-
tive for change within teacher training
institutions

• there would need to be a four- to five-
year phase-in to accommodate the
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massive training effort that would be
needed

• USDOE should fund a working group
made up of all states, similar to the
model used to explore assessment is-
sues, to help states implement needed
changes.

Those responsible for implementing
IDEA at the state level are clearly in favor of
change and willing to tackle the significant
implementation issues associated with this
new model. They have raised appropriate is-
sues that will need to be recognized by the
USDOE and other key change agents if the
transition to a new identification model is to
be successful.

In his paper, Reschly states: “the greatest
threat to special education and L.D. is not RtI;
rather it is undocumented outcomes and the
persistence of practices unrelated to effective
interventions.” I would add that the greatest
threat is the failure so far to address the enor-
mous gap in performance for students with
disabilities that we know to exist in many of
the large and poorer districts in this country.
The fact is that many children are being iden-
tified using procedures that have proved inef-
fective and that are not related to interven-
tions that are beneficial to improved educa-
tional performance. This approach threatens
their future opportunities, which should com-
pel us to move past the research and on to ac-
tion.
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